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ALSO BY W. WINTERS
Read Willow’s sexiest and most talked about romances in the Merciless World

This Love Hurts Trilogy
This Love Hurts
But I Need You
And I Love You the Most

An epic tale of both betrayal and all-consuming love...
Marcus, the villain.
Cody Walsh, the FBI agent who knows too much. 
And Delilah, the lawyer caught in between.

What I Would do for You (This Love Hurts Trilogy Collection)

A Kiss to Tell (a standalone novel)
They lived on the same street and went to the same school, although he was a year ahead. Even so close, he was untouchable.
Sebastian was bad news and Chloe was the sad girl who didn’t belong.
Then one night changed everything.

Possessive (a standalone novel)
It was never love with Daniel Cross and she never thought it would be. It was only lust from a distance.  Unrequited love maybe.
He’s a man Addison could never have, for so many reasons.

Merciless Saga
Merciless
Heartless
Breathless
Endless

Ruthless, crime family leader Carter Cross should’ve known Aria would ruin him the moment he saw her. Given to Carter to start a war; he was too eager to accept. But what he didn’t know was what Aria would do to him. He didn’t know that she would change everything. 

All He’ll Ever Be (Merciless Series Collection of all 4 novels)

Irresistible Attraction Trilogy
A Single Glance
A Single Kiss
A Single Touch

Bethany is looking for answers and to find them she needs one of the brothers of an infamous crime family, Jase Cross.
Even a sizzling love affair won’t stop her from getting what she needs.
But Bethany soon comes to realise Jase will be her downfall, and she’s determined to be his just the same. 

Irresistible Attraction (A Single Glance Trilogy Collection)

Hard to Love Series
Hard to Love
Desperate to Touch
Tempted to Kiss
Easy to Fall

Eight years ago she ran from him. 
Laura should have known he'd come for her. Men like Seth King always get what they want.
Laura knows what Seth wants from her, and she knows it comes with a steep price.
However it’s a risk both of them will take.

Not My Heart to Break (Hard to Love Series Collection)

Tease Me Once
Tease me once... I'll kiss you twice.
Declan Cross' story from the Merciless World.

Spin off of the Merciless World 

Love the Way Duet
Kiss Me
Hold Me
Love Me

With everything I've been through, and the unfortunate way we met, the last thing I thought I'd be focused on is the fact that I love the way you kiss me.

Extended epilogues to the Merciless World Novels
A Kiss To Keep (more of Sebastian and Chloe)
Seductive (more of Daniel and Addison) 
Effortless (more of Carter and Aria)
Never to End (more of Seth and Laura)

Sexy, thrilling with a touch of dark Standalone Novels

Broken (Standalone)
Kade is ruthless and cold hearted in the criminal world.
They gave Olivia to him. To break. To do as he’d like.
All because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.  But there are secrets that change everything. And once he has her, he’s never letting her go.

Forget Me Not  (Standalone novel)
She loved a boy a long time ago.  He helped her escape and she left him behind.  Regret followed her every day after.
Jay, the boy she used to know, came back, a man.  With a grip strong enough to keep her close and a look in his eyes that warned her to never dare leave him again. 
It’s dark and twisted.
But that doesn’t make it any less of what it is.
A love story. Our love story.

It’s Our Secret (Standalone novel)
It was only a little lie. That’s how stories like these get started.
But with every lie Allison tells, Dean sees through it.
She didn't know what would happen. But with all the secrets and lies, she never thought she’d fall for him. 

You Are Mine Series of Duets

You Are My Reason (You Are Mine Duet book 1)
You Are My Hope (You Are Mine Duet book 2)
Mason and Jules emotionally gripping romantic suspense duet.
One look and Jules was tempted; one taste, addicted.
No one is perfect, but that’s how it felt to be in Mason’s arms.
But will the sins of his past tear them apart?

You Know I Love You  
You Know I Need You
Kat says goodbye to the one man she ever loved even though Evan begs her to trust him. 
With secrets she couldn’t have possibly imagined, Kat is torn between what’s right and what was right for them.

Tell Me You Want Me
A sexy office romance with a brooding hero, Adrian Bradford, who you can't help but fall head over heels for... in and out of the boardroom.

Small Town Romance

Tequila Rose Book 1
Autumn Night Whiskey Book 2
He tasted like tequila and the fake name I gave him was Rose.
Four years ago, I decided to get over one man, by getting under another. A single night and nothing more. 
Now, with a three-year-old in tow, the man I still dream about is staring at me from across the street in the town I grew up in. I don’t miss the flash of recognition, or the heat in his gaze.
The chemistry is still there, even after all these years. 
I just hope the secrets and regrets don’t destroy our second chance before it’s even begun.

A Little Bit Dirty

Contemporary Romance Standalones
Knocking Boots (A Novel)
They were never meant to be together.
Charlie is a bartender with noncommittal tendencies.
Grace is looking for the opposite. Commitment. Marriage. A baby.

Promise Me (A Novel)
She gave him her heart. Back when she thought they’d always be together. 
Now Hunter is home and he wants Violet back. 

Tell Me To Stay (A Novella)
He devoured her, and she did the same to him.
Until it all fell apart and Sophie ran as far away from Madox as she could.
After all, the two of them were never meant to be together?

Second Chance (A Novella)
No one knows what happened the night that forced them apart. No one can ever know.
But the moment Nathan locks his light blue eyes on Harlow again, she is ruined. 
She never stood a chance. 

Burned Promises (A Novella)
Derek made her a promise. And then he broke it. That’s what happens with your first love.
But Emma didn’t expect for Derek to fall back into her life and for her to fall back into his bed.

Valetti Crime Family Series:
A HOT mafia series to sink your teeth into. 

Dirty Dom
Becca came to pay off a debt, but Dominic Valetti wanted more.
So he did what he’s always done, and took what he wanted.

His Hostage
Elle finds herself in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The mafia doesn’t let witnesses simply walk away.
Regret has a name, and it’s Vincent Valetti.

Rough Touch
Ava is looking for revenge at any cost so long as she can remember the girl she used to be.
But she doesn’t expect Kane to show up and show her kindness that will break her. 

Cuffed Kiss
Tommy Valetti is a thug, a mistake, and everything Tonya needs; the answers to numb the pain of her past.

Bad Boy 
Anthony is the hitman for the Valetti familia, and damn good at what he does. They want men to talk, he makes them talk. They want men gone, bang - it’s done. It’s as simple as that.
Until Catherine.

Those Boys Are Trouble (Valetti Crime Family Collection)

To Be Claimed Saga
A hot
tempting series of fated love, lust-filled secrets and the beginnings of an epic war.

Wounded Kiss
Gentle Scars

Collections of shorts and novellas

Don’t Let Go
A collection of stories including:
Infatuation
Desires in the Night and Keeping Secrets
Bad Boy Next Door

Kisses and Wishes
A collection of holiday stories including: 
One Holiday Wish
Collared for Christmas
Stolen Mistletoe Kisses

All I Want is a Kiss (A Holiday short)
Olivia thought fleeting weekends would be enough and it always was, until the distance threatened to tear her and Nicholas apart for good. 

Highest Bidder Series:

Bought
Sold 
Owned 
Given
From USA Today best selling authors, Willow Winters and Lauren Landish, comes a sexy and forbidden series of standalone romances.

Highest Bidder Collection (All four Highest Bidder Novels)

Bad Boy Standalones, cowritten with Lauren Landish:

Inked
Tempted
Mr. CEO
Three novels featuring sexy powerful heroes. 
Three romances that are just as swoon-worthy as they are tempting.

Simply Irresistible (A Bad Boy Collection)

Forsaken, (A Dark Romance cowritten with B. B. Hamel)
Grace is stolen and gifted to him; Geo a dominating, brutal and a cold hearted killer.
However, with each gentle touch and act of kindness that lures her closer to him, Grace is finding it impossible to remember why she should fight him.

View Willow’s entire collection and full reading order at willowwinterswrites.com/reading-order

Happy reading and best wishes,
Willow xx





THE FRIEND







A KISS TO TELL
SEBASTIAN & CHLOE’S STORY
I didn’t need anyone to tell me; I knew he was forbidden with a single glance.
He was a boy I should’ve been afraid of, and definitely a boy I should’ve never wanted. No matter how much neither of those statements were true.

From the first time I saw him, Sebastian had a hard stare that pinned me in place. And years later, it hasn’t softened.

We lived on the same street and went to the same school, although he was a year ahead.
Even so close, he was untouchable.
He was bad news and I was the sad girl who didn’t belong.

One night changed everything.
We both had secrets. We both saw the pain in each other’s eyes.
The gaze that gave me chills turned to a lust-filled haze that heated every inch of me.
But that didn’t change who he was. A man who would take everything from me.





PROLOGUE
Chloe

The kiss was bruising, just like his presence always was.
On the last Tuesday before school let out for the summer, and my ninth-grade year was over forever, Sebastian Black kissed me. No. He devoured me.
He destroyed everything I had in that moment. He took every bit and he made it his. I was his for that all-consuming kiss. My first kiss.
I still remember it so well. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do anything but let the heat and electricity rip through my body as Sebastian pinned me against the wall. The rough brick scraped harshly against the small of my back, but I hadn’t even noticed. I wouldn’t notice until hours later, standing under the stream of water in a scalding shower. The sting I felt proved his kiss had left more than one mark on me.
His tongue was hot, his grip intense and his presence dominating as ever. When he followed me outside as I tried to hide around the corner behind the school, I didn’t even see him coming. The chill in the air struck against my heated face as soon as the door swung open, and I could barely manage to feel anything but the cold sensation that flowed over my skin. I needed to hide. From the other kids, from the teachers who didn’t care… from reality. I was always good at that.
I didn’t expect anyone to follow me. No one had for the past few days. Each day proved harder than the last, although the nights were the worst.
I was still carelessly wiping away my tears—they were an unwanted nuisance just like how everyone else saw me—when I heard his hard steps behind me.
The sudden spike of fear I felt, paled in comparison to the effect Sebastian had on me. The sound of my startled gasp was dwarfed by the feel of my heart racing rapidly against his as he pinned me where he wanted me.
He always took what he wanted.
But I’d never once thought he wanted me.
His warm breath flowed over my face, and suddenly the iciness in the air was nonexistent. Nothing existed but him. Not even the air that separated us.
If I hadn’t been stunned, the confusion would have shown on my face. I’d always wondered what it would be like to be kissed by a boy like Sebastian. I’d assumed it would always be nothing more than a passing thought. But every time he walked by me, every time I caught him staring at me, I knew there was something between us. His piercing gaze seemed to capture me in place while also looking right through me.
I was no one, but I wanted it that way. Not being noticed was the best thing that could happen when you lived where I did. Unless you were Sebastian, and then everyone noticed you and everyone feared you just the same.
He pulled away from me before I could react to his lips on mine, both of us gasping for air.
I’ll never forget that his eyes were closed, or how slowly he opened them to paralyze me with those steely blues of his. A mask of indifference slipped over his face, but I know my expression showed my awe, my shock… my lust that I had so painfully hidden since the first day I’d laid eyes on him.
“Stop crying,” he said, and his command was harsh as if my tears were an insult to him. As if my pain had anything at all to do with him. His nostrils flared and the rage he was so well known for was evident on his handsome features.
But just as it had never affected me before, it didn’t affect me then either. I knew he was forbidden. I knew I was supposed to be afraid of him. Maybe I was just stupid because I never felt anything but desire for him.
“Stop fucking crying,” he gritted out between his clenched teeth, “and don’t tell anyone I did this. Not a single fucking person,” he threatened. He brought his lips even closer to mine in a gesture that should have been menacing, but I’d be damned if it didn’t make me hot for him where I’d never felt heat before. His eyes searched mine.
“Or else I’ll make you cry those tears harder than you can imagine.” His words caused my gaze to move from his lips to his cold stare. He would never know how hard I had cried in the middle of the night. He didn’t know what had really happened and how guilty I was.
I shook my head gently and replied, “You can’t.”
His grin was accompanied by a huff of masculine laughter like he thought it was a challenge, but before he could say whatever was on the tip of his tongue, I cut him off.
“You won’t make me cry. I know you won’t,” I said and shook my head, meeting his gaze with every ounce of sincerity I could muster. “And I won’t tell anyone.” The last bit broke my heart in two, but I don’t know why when there wasn’t a single soul to tell anyway. There was no one I wanted to run to. No one but the boy who had lost control, kissed me, and obviously regretted it.
I watched as he swallowed, his throat tightening. The bit of stubble that ran up his neck tempted me to touch it. Whatever it was that had caused him to kiss me, whether it was only to silence my crying or something else, was gone. And I knew he’d never kiss me again.
Letting out a long breath, my lips still parted, I said nothing and let him walk away.
The masculine scent of a boy I should have feared and a boy I should have never wanted, was all that filled my lungs as I tried to steady myself. I sagged against the brick building and tried to make sense of what had just happened.
I stopped crying that day and didn’t shed another tear. Not that week, and not at the funeral. Not when my uncle let me move in with him, so I would have a place to stay.
I never spoke of what happened and I started to question my sanity when he never spoke of it either.
Nothing changed in the way he acted, or in the way he looked through me.
But I remember the way I touched my lips as he stalked away.
I remember how it felt and how it was everything I needed in that moment.

HE COULD NEVER HAVE KNOWN what he’d done to me that day.
But neither of us would ever forget.





CHLOE
Five years after the kiss

Random streetlights going out is something that used to terrify me.
I hate the feeling that comes with the sudden flicker signifying what’s about to happen. Then the light burns out, and all you’re left with is darkness. Even just remembering how it’s happened before makes me shudder.
One night two years ago, it took place in quick succession, the bright lights flickering briefly and then suddenly there was no light at all. It happened on my way home from old man Bailey’s hardware store. I’d gone only an hour before sunset and spent longer than I thought I would. Some asshole had kicked in my front door the night before and there was no way I was going to leave the store without a new lock. I bought two just to be on the safe side.
And so, I was walking home alone in the dark when the lights went out, one after the other. I couldn’t walk fast enough to get to the next light that hadn’t burned out; I nearly ran to it.
I don’t like to be outside at night, not unless I’m on my porch. But even then, I’d rather stay inside, where the idea of safety used to mean something.
Either way, I’d spent too long at the store and with the plastic bag dangling from my wrist, I quickened my pace when the first bulb died. I remember how I stared straight ahead at the next one, praying it would give me light long enough to get home. As if it was listening to my fears and wanted to mock me, the light vanished before my eyes.
Fear of darkness is reasonable. But the kind of inevitable dread that lingers when a light goes out while you’re watching it used to follow me everywhere.
It haunted me during the day and never hesitated to steal my sleep at night.
I don’t know when things changed, but as I make my way down Peck Avenue, the light flickers on my right and I don’t miss a step, I don’t even dare to look at it. In my periphery, I see shadow consume everything behind me. My fingers wrap a little tighter around the strap of my purse, but it’s more instinctive than a conscious response.
My heart races and then steadies to the sound of my heels clicking rhythmically on the pavement.
One more block and I’ll be home. In darkness or in light, it doesn’t matter anymore. I’ve been through both.
I keep my eyes fixed straight ahead and think about the mundane task awaiting me at work tomorrow. I spent all day organizing Mr. Brown’s new clients, and my back is killing me from leaning down to the filing cabinet and then looking at the computer, time and time again. A few more days and the new system will be in place. At least until he decides to change it again.
I used to think Marc Brown changed the system so frequently out of boredom, but after looking at his client list, I think the lawyer is a crook. Everyone in this city is, so it shouldn’t have surprised me. I’d work for anyone else, doing anything else, but my options aren’t exactly overflowing.
I have my high school diploma, but after trying for the last two years since graduation to get into any college at all and being rejected, a diploma is all I have and all I’ll ever have. And that piece of paper is useless here.
My phone pings in my purse and I’m more than eager to pull it out.
I could use something to keep my mind from wandering back to the shit job I have. As I pull out my phone I see the old book I’d stowed in my purse earlier this week, ready to read the novel again. For the dozenth time.
A court-mandated shrink gave it to me five years ago. She loved to draw, although I remember thinking she wasn’t really good at it. I used to have a picture from her of a duck she drew with a pencil. I don’t know where it’s gone, not that it matters much. I still have the books she gave me and, more importantly, a love of books. I wasn’t so much into the drawing, but that shrink—I think her name was Rebecca—gave me a handful of fiction. She gave me a way to get lost in someone else’s world. It wasn’t long before I started writing as well, trying to create an escape from this life. I couldn’t give two shits about her artwork, but I’ll always be grateful to her for giving me a love of reading and writing.
Forgetting about the book and everything that happened back then, I focus on the text message.
You’ll never guess what happened last night.
It’s Angie, a friend from work. Well, I think she’s my friend. She’s new and doesn’t do much but read magazines and chew gum while she tells off clients who want their paperwork faster than she can print it out, but she tells me all the details of her Tinder dates. I’m the only one she talks to at the office.
Mr. Brown exclusively hires girls in their twenties—and younger. Of the five of us, Angie likes to only talk to me. I get it, sort of. I don’t care for the other women either. For the most part, they ignore me, which I’m used to, but they also stop their hushed whispers the moment I walk into the room. At first, I thought it was all in my head, but no, they like to talk about me. About the rumors of what happened years ago. How sad it is. They can go fuck themselves.
My family has history here, but it’s no secret. Every person in this damn city comes from circumstances of shame. Luckily, I don’t work with them much; it’s usually Angie who I get paired with, and I should really be grateful to Marc for that.
What? I text her back, curious about the escapade of last night.
After dinner, I took him home and he was fucking amazing in bed. I think I’d use the word… enthusiastic.
My brow raises at the last word.
What does that mean? I ask her.
He did things to me I had no idea I even wanted.
I can feel my blood heat just thinking about what she may have done. I’ve never done anything with anyone. Having sex simply isn’t on my to-do list. I’m not interested, not from anyone in this city. My phone pings again, and I look to see what else she’s said.
He choked me.
I stop in my tracks for a moment, staring down at the glowing screen in my hand and rereading what she wrote.
And he told me he was going to take my ass and holy shit Chlo, anal is e v e r y t h i n g.
If anyone could see my face, they’d see the shock. I don’t know how she can even surprise me anymore. My fingers reach up to my throat as I swallow, wondering why he’d want to do that to her and how she could enjoy it. The choking part. I watch my fair share of porn, but that’s one I don’t really understand.
I’ll tell you more on Monday, but I had to tell SOMEONE. I read her text as if she’d spoken it to me, sprightly voice, and all.
Can’t wait to hear all the deets. My reply can’t convey my gratitude at being informed via text about the choking, so I can hide my naivety and shock from her at the realization she’s into that.
You almost home? she asks, and a soft smile plays at my lips. A warmth I’m not used to courses through me and slowly I find my pace again.
One block to go, I answer her and wait for her to respond with the same thing she wrote a few nights ago. For me to tell her when I get in.
Last week I told her I live just outside of Fallbrook, and she kept pushing to know where exactly. When I told her I’m from Crescent Hills, the same city as Mr. Brown’s office, her face paled. She’s not from around here, but she knows the reputation of this place and what it’s known for. Everyone does. If you want a taste of sin, Crescent Hills is where you’ll find more than your fill.
I’m used to the embarrassment, but not from someone who chooses to work in this city. She doesn’t have to be here any longer than a nine-to-five, and honestly, I don’t know why she even chose to work in this run-down area when she lives in the big city. And that’s exactly what I challenged her with when she told me I shouldn’t be walking home.
I’m grown. I’m aware. I’m also broke and on my own since my uncle died two years ago, leaving me with bills, a mortgage, and no job to pay for any of it, so I told her she could take her high horse and shove it. But maybe not in those exact words, and maybe with a choked voice of shame.
The silence lasted only a minute or so, but it felt like an hour. She offered to walk me home and when I declined, as politely as I could, she snatched my phone from my desk. Before I could ask her what she was doing, she texted herself before handing it back, so we would have each other’s number.
Text me when you’re home, she told me, but I didn’t answer her. When she texted again, apologizing, and asking if I’d made it home all right, I answered only because I thought she was genuinely worried. And things have been normal again ever since.
It’s a small act of kindness, but it means more to me than it should. I’m smart enough to know that I shouldn’t let it get to me like this. I can’t rely on anyone or trust anyone. Outsiders come and go here. Even Ang said she wasn’t planning on staying at the law firm for long. I should know better than to think of her as a friend.
But when she sends texts like the one that just came through, I can’t help but feel a little camaraderie. I smile as I reread the text. See you Monday, prepare to be scandalized!
My heels click on the asphalt, worn rough from years with no repairs. In the distance, I hear a siren, and farther down the block, a few kids are screaming at one another. It’s nearly ten at night, but this is normal.
Just like the streetlights going out.
Back when I would have childish fears about the darkness swallowing me up, I also used to dream. I used to dream of leaving here. Of going anywhere but here and never returning. I wish I could forget those memories. But they cling to me like the filth that clings to the gutters on the side of the road.
I used to dream of running away. Mundane things like bills have a way of robbing you of your fantasies. At least I have my books and my writing. Even if I never escape this place, I can still escape into the worlds I build for myself in my stories.
Years ago, when I was still in school, I told my uncle that I’d leave here one day. I remember the sound of the porch swing as it swayed, how my fingers felt as they traced the rusted chain that held it in place. He told me this city didn’t let anyone leave. It kept them rooted to this place.
I didn’t know what he meant until he passed and there was no one here to pick up the pieces. No one but me.
My feet stumble and I come to a halt as I try desperately not to fall forward. The combination of rubble on the ground and the sight of someone’s shadow laying across the very porch swing I’d just been thinking about are what almost cause me to trip.
My chest aches with a sudden pounding of anxiety. No one comes to visit me. It’s one of the blessings I’ve been afforded by being the sad girl with her sob story. I keep my head down and I mind my own business. No one likes me, no one but Ang, and no one fucks with me either. Why would they? I have nothing.
But someone’s there. I can’t see their face, but the shadow is there and unmistakable.
The paint on the porch swing is weathered, and no one ever sits on it anymore, but I watch the empty seat move back and forth and then a man steps away from the shadows.
A man I see from time to time, but always in passing. Except for when I think of him late at night. Unfortunately, it happens more than I’ll ever admit.
He’s a man I used to want because he made me feel something I’d never felt before. A mixture of hope and desire. Like the silly dreams of getting away from this place, I used to want to be his. To be pinned down by his hands while his eyes held me in place.
I used to dream of him pressing his lips to mine and stealing my breath with a demanding kiss. I knew he could do it; I’d felt it once before.
His stubble-lined jaw looks sharper in the night with only the neighbor’s porch light and the pale moonlight casting shadows down his face. My heart beats slower, yet faster all at once. Knowing Sebastian is on my porch waiting for me, I can hardly breathe, let alone move.
His steely blue eyes are next to come into view, and they immediately capture me. Staring straight at me, they pierce through me and see more of me than anyone else can. He must. I can feel it deep in the pit of my gut. He’s always been able to do it. There was never a moment where Sebastian didn’t have that power over me.
With clammy palms, I try to move my hands, but my fingers are as paralyzed as my body. It’s not from fear, although I know that’s what this man should elicit from me. That’s the reaction he has on everyone else.
No, it’s not fear. As a gust of wind blows, I sway gently in the breeze and it seems to free me from the spell his sharp blue eyes have placed on me. I refuse to look back into his gaze.
Instead, I stare at the chips in the old cement stairs that lead to my porch and feel my heart squeeze harder and tighter than it has in a very long time.
“What do you want?” I ask Sebastian in a hoarse voice, barely louder than a murmur.
His shadow shifts in my periphery, but I don’t look up at him.
He’s a man I would let do whatever he wanted to me. I would let him do completely as he pleased. There’s no reasonable explanation for it. No justification. I’m fully aware that he’d chew me up and spit me out.
Maybe everyone has a person like that. That one person you know can destroy you, and you pine for it despite yourself. I crave what he’s capable of. I want the bad things that come with the promise of being his. That confession alone is enough proof I belong in this shit city.
I can feel the danger, the dominance, the overwhelming presence that never leaves with Sebastian Black. I can even smell his masculine woodsy scent that sometimes filters into my dreams. With my lungs full of it, I close my eyes, letting it intoxicate me, but doing my best not to show it. I won’t give him that satisfaction. Not when he chooses to give me nothing. Not when he pretends that I’m nothing to him. Although maybe I am. Why would I ever be more than nothing to a man like him?
“Why are you here?” I ask, hardening my voice, raising it, and daring to finally look at him. His shoulders fill the entrance to my front door. My open front door. It creaks and the sound echoes in the chilly night air as Sebastian looks me up and down, the hint of a smirk on his face until his gaze reaches mine again.
“I thought you were smarter than that, Chloe,” he says and his deep voice rumbles. It’s rough, and the way he says my name sounds dirty, even though he’s only said it in the same manner as always. With a wanton heat building in my core and my breathing picking up, I stare into his eyes as he adds, “I’m here for a little chat… with you.”





SEBASTIAN
C hloe looks so damn tired. It’s obvious that her hair must have been up all day; I can still see the impression of where a band was wrapped around her wavy brunette locks. She swallows thickly, and I swear I can hear the faint sound even from where I am feet away from her. Even with the clamoring from the Higgins kids yelling down the block. With a heavy breath she looks up at me, and I can see she’s biting her tongue in reaction to me telling her I came to chat. She’s done it for years. The questions shine in her doe eyes though. They stare back at me with the well of emotion that runs deep between us.
The bags under her pale blue eyes only make her look that much more beautiful. I don’t know how that’s possible.
Every time she comes to mind, I tell myself I’m picturing her differently than she is. That whatever it is that attracts me to her, plays tricks on my memory and makes me think she’s more gorgeous than she really is.
And every time I’m proven wrong when I see her.
“You going to let me in?” I ask her with a smirk on my lips. One that makes her eyes narrow.
“Seeing as how my door’s already open,” she starts off strong but has to take a heavy breath before she finishes, “why don’t you be my guest?” She gestures and the purse on her shoulder slips down her arm. Although she struggles to grab on to it, she doesn’t take her eyes off mine.
The tension between us is thick, but it’s always been that way. From the second I saw her in tenth grade, until this very moment, there’s something about her that draws me in like a moth to a flame. I know I get to her too, but only one of us can be the fire.
“After you.” I push open her door a little wider and wait for her to pass me. She takes the stairs slowly and then quickly walks by me as if she’s trying to get away from me as fast as she can. It’s not the first time she’s done that and the reaction it sparks in me is the same.
The desire to chase her.
The first time it happened, it didn’t come over me until the school year was almost over, and I knew I wouldn’t get my weekly dose of fantasizing about Chloe Rose from across the lunchroom anymore.
I gave in and went after her, and it only made the sweet, sad girl who stared back at me that much more desirable.
Kicking her front door shut and locking it, I keep my back to her until the light flicks on. I can hear her drop her purse and then continue walking to the back of the hall. She leaves me at the front door in silence, so I have to turn around and face her.
Her house is just like the rest in this area. All the townhouses here are original and were built by the same company that ran the steel mill. They were made for the workers employed by the mill.
Until it shut down, just like the coal mines did, leaving everyone in houses they couldn’t afford, with jobs they didn’t have anymore.
The slate floors have gouges in the corner; my guess is something heavy hit them, and then I remember what happened two years before. The tension I’m feeling evaporates and anger comes flooding back at the reminder. I take a quick look over my shoulder toward the door, but even through the somewhat recent coat of paint, I can see where the wood broke when it was kicked in. The main lock’s been replaced, and there’s an additional one above it.
I wonder if she thinks of that night every time she locks the door. I thought about telling her who did it. Marley was an addict who picked houses at random for items to fence to support his habit. Stealing anything and everything he could was his method. He got his last hit the night he stole from Chloe, leaving fear behind that didn’t stray from her eyes for months.
He got his high and then fell to the bottom of the river where I dumped him.
Everyone in this city knows I have my limits. They didn’t know Chloe was one of them until that night. I stayed away to keep the target off her back, but people don’t forget in this city.
I may be young, and I may work for a man who doesn’t venture into this territory, but I run these streets where she lives. No one owns Crescent Hills. If I wanted to take it though, there’s not a single prick here who’d stand in my way.
But I don’t want this city any more than it wanted me.
I want Chloe Rose. The thought catches me off guard. I’ve always known it’s true, but I don’t like to admit it. There’s something about her that begs me to be something more for her.
That’s the part that kills me though; there’s nothing more to me than what she sees, what everyone sees. A ruthless man who’s angry at life and makes his living by beating the piss out of pricks.
She’s not like me. She’s soft and kind and needs a gentler hand than I can give her. She deserves better.
“How’d you get in?” Chloe’s voice is soft, although the edge of defiance is still there. Bringing my gaze back to her, I take her in again. From her long legs and skinny waist to those wide hips that beg me to bend her over and give her a punishing fuck, the sight of her makes even the misery of why I’m here vanish for a moment.
She crosses her arms as if she doesn’t agree with what I’m thinking, but all that does is put a strain on the blouse she’s wearing and push those gorgeous tits of hers together. They may be small, but all I need is a mouthful. My dick stirs, and I have to look away, heading to the living room and glancing around at her place as I go.
“I picked the lock,” I tell her, although it’s not true. I have a set of keys, got them the day she ordered them from the hardware store. It kept her waiting longer than she should’ve been there, but I had to do what I had to do. And that meant sneaking in later that night to make sure she was sleeping. Which she never did, but Chloe has a habit of missing sleep.
As do I.
So, she laid there quietly in bed and stiffened at the sound of me moving about, but she never turned around, she never dared to check. She has a habit of that too. Of thinking if she ignores the monsters she conjures in her head, they’ll go away. The sad fact is sometimes those monsters in the dark aren’t imaginary, but damn does she like to convince herself they are.
She huffs out a laugh that’s flat and then brushes her hair back as she leans against the side table in the hall. “You making yourself at home?” she asks, daring me to keep walking and make my way to the living room. I don’t answer her, still taking everything in and noting that it’s all the same.
She hasn’t changed a thing. Not one thing in this place for two years. For some fucked up reason, it sends a ripple of pain through my chest, more than the broken door did. The walls of the hallway still have the same framed photos her uncle had put up after she moved in with him.
Her uncle was more of a parent to her than her own mother was. Him taking her in after her mother’s death was the best thing for her, but he was supposed to help her get out of this shit life, not have a heart attack and leave her here all alone.
“Come on over here and have a seat with me,” I tell her as I sink into the large sofa that takes up half the room. The edges of the armrest are worn, but it smells like her. Exactly how I remember Chlo. A soft peach scent and some kind of flower. Nothing but sweet.
My fingers dig into the cushion as she stalks slowly to the opposite side of the sofa and seems to consider sitting down as she stands in place. She smooths out the back of her skirt as she stares at the seat and then kicks off her heels, letting the silence pass.
All I can do is stare at her, even as she refuses to look back at me. It makes me think about different possibilities. If we lived in a different city. If our lives were different. If any of that were the case, I never would have let her think she was anything but mine. There’s something in my soul that recognizes her as belonging to me. She’s mine to protect, to take in my bed, to give the world.
Brushing the rough pad of my thumb along my lip, I have to remind myself that’s not the world we live in and she’s not mine. Life is better for both of us that way.
I’m a threat to those who have control of the neighboring territories. And that little fact never leaves me. Especially after what happened last week.
I’m no good for Chloe.
She needs someone to take her away from here, and away from me.
Finally, she sinks back into the sofa, sighing and taking a peek at me. “Just tell me what you want, Sebastian.”
Those eyes transfix me. It’s like she sees through the bullshit, but she always has.
What I want. That word sends a wave of warmth and desire through my body. I want her. But that’s not what I’m here for and she’s something I’ll never have.
“Have you been watching the news?” I lean forward as I ask her the question, resting my elbows on my knees. Her small body stiffens as she shakes her head. As if watching the news is a sin.
She’s a horrible liar. The worst liar I’ve ever fucking met. Maybe that’s why I feel so drawn to her. She can’t hide from me. But I can’t hide from her either. There’s something so freeing about that simple fact. Something that makes being in her presence addictive.
Even if it’s for a shit reason.
“Barry turned up yesterday, did you hear about that?” I ask her and immediately feel the waves of anxiety rolling off of her. Anything that triggers memories of her past causes her pain which is easily seen by anyone who would bother to look.
“I don’t give two shits about Barry.” Her voice turns harder as she pulls her knees into her chest. She stares straight ahead, and I follow her gaze to the peeling wallpaper.
“Do you know who did it?” At the question, her head whips in my direction with a bolt of anger flashing in her eyes.
“I don’t know shit,” she bites out and her defensiveness is exactly what the police will latch on to. “I’m going through a lot right now,” she adds, but her voice wavers. Her gaze falls as she visibly swallows and tucks a lock of hair behind her ear before peeking back up to the wallpaper. “I don’t want to think about any of it.” Her voice lowers to a murmur as she says, “Sure as shit, not Barry.”
As time slowly passes, her anger diminishes, and I watch as she returns to her typical quiet state. She’s nestled in the sofa with the sad smile she always carries gracing her lips. Picking at the hem of her skirt, she glances at me thoughtfully. “Is that really what you wanted to know?”
“How are the nightmares?” I ask her, feeling my chest get tight as the smile vanishes and her eyes shift to a hollow expression I hate and know all too well. She’s good at hiding. Hiding her pain behind a smile. Hiding her reality behind the thought that one day she’ll get out of here. Well, she used to, anyway. She used to be good at all of that.
Time changes a lot of things.
She starts to answer me, but she can’t hide the emotion in her voice. Before she can lie and tell me she’s fine, her voice hitches and she turns her gaze toward the empty hallway.
“Why do you care?” Her words cut deep. Chloe’s pain is clear, but does she really think I don’t care about her?
She’s smarter than this. It’s the second time tonight I’ve had that thought. “You know I care,” is all I give her. But for the first time since I stepped foot on her porch, I feel the mask slip from me, letting her see what’s inside without putting up a wall for her to break through.
She can see it all anyway. If I stop trying to hide, maybe she will too.
She still hasn’t answered my question though.
“So how are you handling them? The nightmares?”
“They’re back. I’ve had them every night since Saturday,” she tells me. Saturday. The day they caught her mother’s killer. She’s back to fidgeting with the hem of her skirt as her gaze flickers between me and the floor.
“How did you know?” she asks, peeking up at me and I almost allow myself to get lost in the pain reflected in her baby blues. I’d rather be lost in hers than mine.
“You look tired,” I answer her honestly. She drops her gaze though, sighing deeply and pressing the palms of her hands against her eyes.
“Well if you wanted to know if I knew who killed Barry, I don’t. So, you can go now, and I can get some sleep.” She stands up and hugs her chest, although her posture is more aggressive than defensive.
For nearly a year, I could feel her watching me whenever I was near her. The pull to be at her side was stronger than anything else. Nothing could compete with her, but I resisted. I couldn’t let her get caught up in this shit.
Now she’s the one pushing me away. Fair enough, I suppose. It doesn’t change the fact that this is a small world, and I know she still feels that draw, just like I do.
“I have something that can help you,” I tell her as I stand with no intention of walking out just yet. She can pretend that she has the ability to tell me what to do. We both know that’s not the case, but I respect her too much to rub it in her face. Besides, I can’t let her push me away when I have something she needs.
“What is it?” She’s wary but curious. That’s the Chloe I know.
Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the vial I prepared before coming here and roll it between my fingers. “It’s something to make you sleep.”
“Drugs?” she scoffs and shakes her head at me, letting out a sarcastic laugh like I’ve gone mad.
“It’s something you could get at any pharmacy,” I offer her, letting a smile slip onto my lips.
That’s not completely true. A friend gave it to me to see if there’d be any interest for it on the streets, but people in this city want harder drugs. Drugs to help them forget, to escape, even if just for a short time. I thought it could help Chloe though.
She’s a good girl, but she needs this. The sweets will knock her out and give her the rest she so desperately needs. I would know.
“You’re a bad liar,” she says, and the irony doesn’t escape me.
“I’ll put a few drops in your tea,” I tell her as I walk past her, brushing my arm against hers and feeling that familiar combination of heat and want seep into my blood. Her quick intake of air is all I need to keep moving forward, walking to her kitchen before I hear her take even a single step.
I go right to where I know she keeps her mugs and tea as I hear her walking toward the kitchen.
“I don’t drink tea at night,” she tells me, and I know she’s lying again. Glancing at the box in my hands, I show her the label then pull out what I know is her favorite mug. She picked it up at a used bookstore last year. If she’s not working or home, she’s always at that bookstore.
“Decaffeinated tea then?” She only crosses her arms aggressively again and leans against the small table in the kitchen. “I’m getting tired of you lying to me tonight,” I add with my back to her as I fill the mug with water and put it into the microwave.
When I turn to her, the hum of the microwave filling the room along with the tension between us, she meets my gaze with a hardened expression.
“How many years will go by this time? You know, before you barge into my life, then pretend I don’t exist the next day?” She sounds bitter, but I know it’s fake.
I cluck my tongue, keeping my eyes on her face instead of her chest. But with her arms crossed like that, she’s not helping me. “Would you really want me to make this a habit?” I ask her, not realizing how much I actually care what her answer is until silence is all I’m given.
I already know the answer; I shouldn’t have asked the question.
“What do you want from me, Sebastian? It wasn’t to ask if I’d heard about some asshole getting mugged.”
“It was.” I wouldn’t have come to see her if I didn’t think I really had to be here. I don’t like what she does to me. How she takes over every sense of reason and consumes my thoughts long after we’ve parted ways.
“The cops are going to question you about his death. I need you to tell them you don’t want to talk about it. Because otherwise, you’ll look guilty.” The microwave goes off and I go back to making her tea when she starts to answer me.
“I didn’t do it. I--”
“I know you didn’t. But you look like you’re lying when anyone brings up anything that has to do with your mother. Which is why it could be pinned on you.”
With the bag of tea steeping, I stiffen at my own words. A sick feeling stirs in the pit of my stomach. I know what it’s like when someone brings up shit you don’t want to hear. How all of a sudden, you feel a coldness and pain all over like it’s taken over everything inside of you.
I reach for the sugar on the counter and stir some into her tea. She doesn’t object or ask how I knew she would want it. The spoon clinks gently against the ceramic and Chloe still hasn’t responded, but when I turn to her, her eyes are glossy with unshed tears. I feel like a prick.
“This doesn’t have anything to do with that,” she says, although she barely gets out the words.
“That’s not what the police think. Two bodies were found right after they caught the guy who killed your mom. You don’t need to watch the news to know what the cops are thinking.”
She starts to object, but I stop her and say, “Just tell me you won’t talk to them.” Grabbing the vial, I put three drops in her tea, making sure she’s watching me, then set it next to the sugar.
“What could I possibly tell them?” Her tone is as tired as she looks, and she doesn’t hide the pain that lingers beneath her words. “I don’t know anything.”
“They’re looking for someone to blame. I don’t want you to give them a reason to think that someone could be you.” I know they tossed her name around as a possible suspect. She has motive, and emotions are raw for her. They want the case closed, and she’s an easy target.
My throat feels tight although the words come out steady as I tell her, “If they come around, I need you to tell them you don’t know anything, and you don’t want to talk to them. That’s it.”
I hand her the mug I’ve prepared for her, my palm hot as I rotate it so she can grab it by the handle. “It doesn’t matter how they’ll push you for more or what they say. They want you to talk, and you’re not going to. All you’re going to tell them is that you don’t know anything, and you don’t have anything to say, right?” I ask her, and she nods obediently and with an understanding that supplants the sadness. The cops here are crooked and covering for whoever lines their pockets. Anyone can take the fall, and they’d be perfectly all right with that.
She takes the mug with both hands, letting her fingers brush against mine. The small bit of contact sends electric waves up my arms and shoulders, igniting every nerve ending and putting me on edge. So much so, that my body begs me to either step away or grab her wrist. But I do what I’ve always done. I resist. I let myself feel the discomfort of not having her but being so close that I could easily have her if I just gave in.
She’s closer now, taking a half step toward me, her head at my chest and her gaze on the floor as she blows across the top of the hot cup of tea.
“I understand,” she tells me, her lips close to the edge of the mug, but she doesn’t drink it yet.
I reach over, one hand on either side of her head, and brush back her hair. She stares up at me with a longing I remember so well. A longing I’ve dreamed of for so many nights. The air is pulled from my lungs as I stare into her eyes. “Drink your tea and go to bed, Chloe.” My words are rough, and it’s hard to swallow. The moment her baby blues close with her nod, I get the fuck out of there before I do anything stupid. Anything that would put her in even more danger.





CHLOE
I’ll never forget her screams.
The second I hear the front door open as Sebastian leaves, it’s all I can think about.
As I set down my tea on the kitchen table, not even Sebastian’s lingering heat and scent can provide an adequate distraction. No, the moment he brought up my mother, I knew the memories would come back and they wouldn’t leave.
Sebastian never stays for long. Never. No matter how much I wish he would.
Closing my eyes and gripping the edge of the chair, I take in a deep breath. I know I need to lock the door, but I’m desperately trying to calm and steady myself.
At war with the memories of that night my mother died are the thoughts of Sebastian having been in my house just now.
He was here for business. But whatever the reason, he doesn’t want me to say anything, and so I won’t. I don’t have anything to say to the cops regardless, but I am emotional, and I could see myself spewing all sorts of hate for the dead man whose murder could easily be pinned on me.
Whatever Sebastian is involved with, and whatever his intention is behind telling me to keep my mouth shut, I’m grateful for it.
This addition to my tea, however, I don’t know what to think about that. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t believe him when he said it’s something I could get at the drugstore. I may be attracted to him for some unknown reason, but I’m not fucking stupid. The thought resonates with me as I turn the locks on the front door.
It was the nightmares that led him to me the first time. Or my reaction to the nightmares really. The constant crying.
It was five years ago when I was in ninth grade and he was in tenth. I turn around as a chill flows up my arm, traveling to the back of my neck and causing every hair in its path to stand on end. I’d sag against the hard door if my body wasn’t frozen at the memories.
Her scream. Screams. The shrill sound still wakes me up at night, tears streaming down my face as I try to keep my heart from leaping out of my chest.
When it happened, I was cross-legged on the floor of our townhouse one block down from where I am now, and my friend Andrea was on the sofa.
Justice Street. Ironic isn’t the right word for the name of the street I grew up on. It’s pathetic and riddled with agony that the word is allowed to exist in this city. I know now that she was nearly two blocks away, in the alley right across from both the park and the bars she had frequented.
The fact her screams carried that far, is evidence enough of how desperate she was for someone to help her.
The first scream came at 11:14 p.m. I remember how the red lines of the digital display shone brightly on the microwave’s clock.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Andrea asked me with wide, disbelieving eyes as she slapped the phone from my hand. It fucking hurt. The memory brings the sting back, making my left hand move on top of my right. Absently I rub soothing circles over it, staring straight ahead although I don’t see the hall to my uncle’s home. Technically, it’s mine now, but I don’t want to feel any sense of ownership for a damn thing in this city.
She coughed on the hit she took from her blunt and I remember the sound so clearly.
All I see is Andrea’s angry expression, but fear was also evident as she locked her eyes with mine. My heart beat faster back then, knowing I needed to call someone to help whoever it was that was screaming. But now it beats slow at the memory as if my body wishes I could stop time. As if it’s doing everything it can to try to make that happen, to go back.
I heard another faint cry for help and Andrea followed my gaze to the open window. The smoke billowed toward it. I sat there numbly as she quickly ran to the window and closed it.
“We have to call--” I tried to plead with her, knowing deep in the marrow of my bones that whoever was screaming was in agonizing pain.
“No, we don’t,” Andrea pushed back, waving the smoke from her face. “The cops can’t come here,” she argued with me. “Someone else will call… if whoever that was even needs help,” she told me, but both of our eyes strayed back to the window at the muffled sound of another shrill scream.
I didn’t move to my phone.
Instead, I took a shower. Of all the things I could have done, I stepped into a stream of hot water, listening to the white noise of the shower, praying for the water to wash the feelings away. The guilt, the disgust, all of it.
But that’s not something water can do.
When I stepped out of the shower, I swear I heard it again, but it sounded exactly the same. Andrea said I was crazy and that it was all in my head. That it was only the one time anyone had screamed at all, which she corrected to two when I stared back at her.
The last faint cry I heard was well after midnight. Andrea convinced me it was just a couple fighting; the Ruhills were good for that on the weekends as they were both angry drunks who spent their paychecks at the bar, but now I know that’s not true.
Over an hour had passed. And no one went to help her. Not me, not a single person in this city.
It was nearly 9 a.m. when the police banged on the door and I answered. I thought my mother had lost her keys and locked herself out. It wouldn’t have been the first time. When I opened the door, it still hadn’t dawned on me that the screams had belonged to her.
She was the one I didn’t help save.
No one did.
Not a single person for blocks around helped her.
Andrea wasn’t the only one to close the window and tell the cops that’s all they’d done. Screams in this place are a constant. Cries for help come often. And everyone assumed someone else would call the cops or offer street justice. But it didn’t happen that way.
That fucker, Barry, the one who turned up dead in the news today, I’ll never forget how he laughed at the bar as he bragged to anyone who would listen about how he’d turned up his television because she wouldn’t stop screaming. He’d shut the window and turned up the volume until he couldn’t hear her cries anymore. He’d heard her, he’d known she was begging for help, and yet he did nothing and dared to be arrogant about it.
It was easier to hate him than it was to hate myself for knowing I could have helped her. I could have tried to help her. I could have done something, anything—rather than listen to Andrea.
I never spoke to her again. Not that she cared much. With my mother gone, there’d be no one to fill my medicine cabinet with what Andrea referred to as the good shit.
The terrors that came with my mother’s death are justified. I deserve so much worse. I would do anything to go back. Anything.
My numb body finally moves to prevent what’s coming next. The memories of who my mother truly was, an abusive alcoholic who never wanted me. They’re joined by the fears I had back when I was a kid, that she was coming to punish me. That I deserved so badly to be punished.
“She’s long gone,” I whisper as two kids yelling up the street remind me that I’m here, in my uncle’s house, only a block away from my childhood home. And even farther away from where my mother was raped and murdered. More importantly, it’s years later.
As my tired eyes yearn for sleep, I walk slowly down the hall back to the kitchen. The chill of the memories follows me. It took all this time to find her killer, a fifty-year-old man who’d once been a high school teacher. They found him dead in his house three cities over. They only know it was him because he was being prosecuted for the rape of some other young woman and the DNA matched. He killed himself rather than being taken in last Saturday.
That wasn’t even a week ago, and then Amber Talbott died a few days later. She saw and heard everything, yet she did nothing but record part of the attack and send it to her friend. It wasn’t enough to solve my mother’s murder.
Shot from behind, it only captured the back of the man who’d done it as he viciously punched my mother, shoving her deeper into the alley. Amber had claimed she sent it to her friend because she was scared, but the texts between them implied otherwise. I know the video; I can see it clearly now. It’s only half a minute long and was taken from Amber’s window across the street.
My mother saw her in those final moments, or at the very least she saw the phone. Up until the moment I saw the video, I thought the worst thing you could see before being murdered would have to be your killer’s eyes. But that’s wrong. It has to be. Because how horrible would it be if the last thing you ever saw was someone hearing your cries, knowing you were in pain, but choosing to do nothing? Or simply walking away, shutting their window, or worse, filming it for their own amusement.
Amber said she thought the guy had just mugged my mother and then moved along. She told me to my face that she was sorry, and she wished she could have done something else. I didn’t believe her.
She could have done something if she’d really wanted to. She was older than me. She was closer, too. She could have sent that video to the cops. Five years later, just days ago, someone mugged her and left her for dead in an alley next to the hair salon where she worked.
No one did anything to help her, either.
And now Barry’s dead. Two people who I hated so much for so long, both killed within days of each other and after my mother’s killer was found dead.
Barry was an old man who couldn’t be bothered unless you wanted to talk about the winning lottery numbers or placing bets. Horses and the tracks were his favorite. I used to like him because he’d show me pictures of the races. But when I heard how cavalier he was when it came to my mother’s murder, I couldn’t stand the sound of his name, let alone the sight of his face.
I’m glad he’s dead. And if I’m being honest, I’m glad Amber’s dead too, but it doesn’t change the root of my pain.
Nothing can change the past. Nothing can take away the guilt.
I feel empty and hollowed out as I walk back to the kitchen table. The chills refuse to leave me.
Just as the nightmares don’t. But I had those even before my mother died. They were my constant companion, just like the bruises back then.
The night terrors got worse after she was gone, but the bruises eventually faded.
Staring at the cup of tea, I reflect on Sebastian. I remember how being around him, being kissed by him, took so much of the pain away. Even just thinking about him helped.
But I’ll never be okay. It’s only a pipe dream. Sebastian may pull me away, pull me closer to him and into his world, but it’s only temporary. He’s proven that too many times for me to put much faith in him at all.
I grab the cup and dump it in the sink, watching as the dark liquid swirls down the drain.
I don’t want to sleep. My mother waits for me there.





SEBASTIAN
I can still feel her fingers against mine. Her touch hasn’t left me since last night. My mind wanders to what she would have said if I’d told her I wanted to stay.
The rumble from the engine turns to white noise as I think about all the ways I could take the pain away from her. I imagine lying in bed beside her and taking her how I’ve dreamed of for as long as I can remember. My grip tightens on the steering wheel and the breeze from the rolled-down window pauses as I slow to a stop at a red light.
The radio station being changed to something else grabs my attention and I have to clear my throat and adjust in my seat to play off what was going through my mind. Carter changes the station again, but he’s not going to find what he needs by picking a different song. There’s nothing in this world that’s going to help take his mind off of the pain.
“You staying with me tonight?” I ask him. His dad kicked him out of the house again. Not that the kid did a damn thing wrong. He’s sixteen and involved with the wrong crowd, namely me, but he never does anything wrong. Not since his mom got sick last year.
He flicks the radio off, choosing silence over the commercial on the last station.
“I don’t know,” he tells me solemnly and then falls back against the passenger seat, staring listlessly out the window. Chewing on his thumbnail, he avoids looking back at me.
Which is fine, because the fucker behind us yells at me to get going while honking his horn. The red light’s turned green. One look in the rearview, catching the driver’s gaze silences him. He sees who I am, and suddenly the pissed off expression on his face vanishes. I wait for a beat, then another as the assholes settles into his seat and averts his eyes, waiting for me to do whatever the fuck I want to do.
I’m careful as I step on the gas, and more careful with what I say next. “How’s your mom doing?”
Even that simple question gets him worked up. Carter shakes his head but doesn’t say anything. He tries but he’s too choked up.
Carter’s mom keeps asking for him to help instead of his dad. It ranges from changing her position in bed and helping her go to the bathroom, to just being by her side to talk. His father doesn’t like that though. He’s a drunk and a deadbeat.
With five boys and her health deteriorating, I can only guess his mother is hoping that Carter will take care of the others when she’s gone. He’s the oldest. Hell knows his father won’t.
“Let’s talk about something else,” he suggests as I turn down Peck Avenue. “Like where we’re going?”
My lips kick up in a half smile at his response. He texted me earlier, asking me to pick him up, but didn’t question where I was taking him. He asks so often now, almost every day. I guess he doesn’t care where we go so long as he has somewhere to get away. He always goes home though. For his mother. For his brothers too.
“I want to check on someone,” I tell him as I round the corner, passing over a speed bump and slowing down at the weathered stop sign that marks that we’re close to our destination.
Carter’s brow furrows. I don’t know if I’ve ever told him I want to check on someone before, but when I turn down Dixon Street and slow in front of Chloe’s house, he gives me a shit-eating grin. As if I just told him his favorite joke.
“Like old times,” he says with a rough laugh. Carter’s my only friend and that’s because I know who he is to his core. He’s six years younger than me, but he’s like family, the only family I have.
All he has are his brothers; he’s told me that so many times. But it’s always followed up with a pat on my back as he tells me I’m one of them. I have to admit, it’s nice to feel wanted, and even nicer to feel like you’re part of a family. Even if you know deep down that’s not really true.
I was eighteen and he was twelve when we met. He got caught shoplifting bread of all things. Dumb fuck couldn’t even pick something that fit under his jacket.
Grabbing him by his collar, I yanked him away from the clerk hellbent on beating the shit out of him. If you let one person get away with stealing your shit, everyone will come running with duffle bags.
So you have to send a message, loud and clear. I was in charge of keeping that shop out of harm’s way; it was one of my first jobs from Romano.
I looked the clerk in the eye and told him the kid was going to pay for what he’d done. I had a reputation and the clerk was happy enough to let me handle it, knowing he could tell his story about how I’d kicked the kid’s ass for trying to steal from his store.
Carter was a scrawny thing and still is, although he’s starting to fill out. I picked him up like he was nothing and he didn’t try to fight it.
The look of fear in his eyes wasn’t there, only a look of disappointment, even as I dragged him around back. I remember how I felt something I hadn’t in so long. Something like regret, maybe?
He wasn’t like the others, the ones looking for a fight.
Carter already had enough to fight for and to fight against, so to him I was just one more thing he had to endure. I could see the weary resignation in his eyes.
I didn’t kick his ass. Instead, I told him to go home. I made the decision to let him go because he wasn’t like the others. And also, because the idea of beating up on a lanky twelve-year-old made me sick to my stomach.
That was when I saw his anger and his fight. His passion.
“I’m not going home without it,” he told me with determination, even though his voice shook. His hands balled into fists, but he didn’t raise them.
“Get home, kid,” I told him, walking over to where I’d thrown him and towering over him.
He stared me in the eyes as he shook his head. “I’m not leaving without it.”
“For a fucking loaf of bread, you’re willing to get your ass beat?” The kid was stupid. I still tell him he’s stupid and it’s true half the time.
“I have to make sandwiches, my mom told me--” He started to say something else, but I cut him off.
“Well your mom can make it herself,” I spat back at him, with a pent-up rage he didn’t deserve. He was only a kid, and some of the kids didn’t know. My mother was a whore. A bitch. I don’t have a single nice thing to say about her. Even with her dead in the ground after spending the last minutes of her life with her favorite needle, I can’t bring myself to say one good thing about her. I never had a family aside from my grandmother, bless her soul. And I never would. It’s as simple as that. It was as deeply ingrained in me as whatever possessed Carter that night.
“She can’t!” he yelled at me. I took one step closer to him, and he stiffened. My spine was stiff, my shoulders straight and the aggression and threats evident just from my stare at him.
His bottom lip quivered as he took in a quick breath, but he didn’t give up. “I have to feed them tonight and we don’t have anything… but I can make sandwiches.” He gritted out the last words with tears in his eyes. “I just need bread.”
“And what are you going to put on the bread? You going to steal something else too?” I berated him, even though I believed him.
“There’s peanut butter already.”
“You can eat it with a spoon,” I said dismissively, turning my back to him and ready to get the hell away from him. Something about the way he looked and acted bothered me to my core. He wasn’t frightened, and he wasn’t angry. He was desperate.
“She said to make sandwiches for my brothers-”
I lost it again with the kid, thinking about my own mother and how she’d forced me to fend for myself. She never told me to make dinner, I just had to. No one else would. “And why didn’t she do it then? Huh? She can dish out orders, but-”
“She’s in the hospital. She told me on the phone to make sandwiches and I just need bread.” He stumbled over his words, but he never took his eyes from me. “I told him, the clerk,” he gestured to the shop, “we’d pay him, but I don’t have the money right now.” He visibly swallowed and continued, “My mom will pay him when she’s back. And it’s going to be real soon. She’ll be okay real soon.” He started rambling on and on and I could feel his sob story getting to me. I could feel myself getting played like I’d played everyone else as I grew up on the streets.
“So, you’re stealing bread to make sandwiches for your brothers?” I lowered my head to his. “Here’s a hint, kid. When you’re told to do something, you don’t have to follow it to a T.” I licked my lower lip, slipping my hands into my pockets and expecting him to give up and go home already. To leave the corner store alone and my reputation intact and go eat the fucking peanut butter out of the jar like a normal asshole would.
But he didn’t get what I was saying.
“Are you dumb?” I asked him as he stood up, faced me and held his ground.
“She said to make them sandwiches. I’m not leaving until I get the bread.”
I searched his eyes for the longest time before going in and grabbing the bread for him. But I followed him home, telling him I wasn’t going to give it to him until I saw that he was telling the truth. I knew he was one of the kids who lived on the edge of the city. I remembered seeing a bunch of them out that way. I make it a habit to know everyone and for them to know me.
If he was lying to me, he’d learn real quick to never do it again.
I didn’t know that he had four brothers, or that their place was a mess because they’d just moved in. I heard they were on the run from where they came from, but I didn’t know that their mother was in the hospital because of their grandfather. Apparently, he’s who they were running from and he’d found out where they ran off to. Which is how his mom wound up in the ER and why their father in jail as a result of it all, paying Carter’s grandfather back for what he’d done to his mother. Leaving five kids alone in a new place without a damn thing to eat.
I didn’t know, and I didn’t care, not until I saw how happy they were just to eat. Even something as simple as peanut butter sandwiches. I asked him how long it’d been since she went to the hospital.
It had been four days. And they were starving, but he’d promised his mom he would feed them, and he did.
Twelve years old, and he was the oldest of five. She stayed in the hospital for another three days before the doctors would let her come home. Now she’s back in the hospital, but not with bruises and broken ribs. Two years ago, she was diagnosed with cancer. She’s been fighting it all this time, but Carter’s still taking care of his brothers, and now her too.
That was the first time I met Carter, four years ago. I took him under my wing at first, but now he’s a friend. A friend who’s been through some shit and is still in it. He has a family though and a reason to fight. I’ve only ever fought to stay alive or to rule with fear. That difference is something I’m not sure he’ll ever understand.
“Is she home?” he asks me, and it brings me back to the present. To being on the other side of the city, close to my place and in front of Chloe’s.
Letting out a sigh and running a hand through my hair, I shrug like I don’t know.
“You like her,” he tells me like it’s a fucking joke. He doesn’t know what’s going on. Not entirely, but even if he suspects it, he won’t ask. He doesn’t like to look for the darkness, not when he’s surrounded by it already.
“She doesn’t need me asking her out,” I mutter under my breath and ignore Carter’s eyes pinned on me.
It takes a second and then another for him to start putting the puzzle pieces together.
“You going to tell me why we’re here?” he asks me with a brow cocked. He’s feigning lightheartedness; concern is clearly etched on his face.
I’ve told him more than once that he doesn’t pay attention enough. That life is shit, it always will be, and either you accept it for what it is and protect yourself, or you fall victim to whatever fate chooses to inflict on us. But given the weight of what I’m hiding, I don’t tell him. I don’t want it to be real.
I lie to him and say, “I just wanted to see if anyone was snooping around here.”
“Cops? Or Romano’s people?” Carter asks and the gravity of either of the two options sends a chill down my spine. I can handle the cops, Chloe can’t. But neither of us could handle Romano if he decided to go after her. He runs the territory up north and I work for him on occasion. I may be his muscle, but I’m not sure even I know the extent of the shit Romano’s involved with.
As I’m thinking about the last fucked up thing Romano had me do, Carter asks something I wish he hadn’t, because it’s too close to being true. “Is this about that thing Marcus gave you?” His voice is even, but his expression’s fallen.
Pushing back in my seat and hiding my anxiety, I tell him, “I told you not to mention that.”
He only nods and seems to shrug it off, like it doesn’t matter if Marcus is the reason we’re here. Both of us know that’s bullshit though. Even saying his name is something no one likes to do around here. Romano may run the territory up north from us, he may even make an appearance down here on occasion when he needs something, but you always see him coming and he’s only dangerous because of the men he controls.
Marcus is a different sort of threat. By the time you see him coming, you’re already dead. He doesn’t have a territory, he doesn’t have men. When he makes demands, they’re always about death. They called him the Grim Reaper when I was younger. He doesn’t want money, he doesn’t bargain. What Marcus decides is final and there’s no room to negotiate. He’s only one man, but he’s killed every man who’s crossed him and even more men simply because they were on his list.
A minute passes before Carter reaches for the radio again and lets the music ease the tension.
“It’s fine.” My words come out casually as I watch Chloe’s house. Not a thing looks out of place. It’s not fine though. This shit is exactly why I could never be with her. One day you’re on top, the next you’re in a ditch. That’s how this lifestyle is, and I’ll never bring anyone into this shit life if I can help it. That especially goes for Chloe Rose.
“When are you going to ask her out?” he asks with a wide smile. He still has happiness in his soul. Enough to bring a bit of light to every dark situation. One day it’ll go out. It always does for men like us. But I’ll do my damnedest to keep it from happening.
“I know you want her,” he chides again.
He doesn’t know the half of it. I’ve known Chloe for a long time. And I made sure she never knew how I watched over her when her mother died. She wasn’t okay. Everyone knew it. Just like they knew I wasn’t okay when my mother died.
No one gives a shit though. People die, and somehow you keep going.
Then more people die and one day it’s you.
One time I walked up to her porch and peeked in her window after she’d moved into her uncle’s. The TV was on and I thought maybe she was watching it. That she’d be okay. It had been weeks. Weeks of nothing but her crying, constantly crying and hating herself. And I despised it. I fucking loathed it. The whole street could hear her uncle yelling at her to stop crying. That he’d lost his sister too and that she needed to stop.
When I looked in, she was still crying, but her eyes were wide open, her cheeks tearstained, and she saw me.
I know she did, not that it changed anything. I knew at that moment when she didn’t do anything or say anything, that I was just as dead to her as her mother was. It hurt me like nothing else in this world had to know that just then, I meant nothing to her. I couldn’t take her pain away. I was nobody special.
I’d never been more sure of anything in my life. I was nothing that night.
But the next day, I proved her wrong. When she kissed me back, I proved her wrong.





CHLOE
He comes by every day. Friday night he stood in my kitchen. Saturday, he drove by with Carter Cross, Sunday he came alone and now it’s Monday night and he’s outside again.
I act like I don’t see him. I’ve always done that. Everyone leaves you alone if you act like you don't exist.
The thing about Sebastian though, is that he doesn’t leave until he knows I know he’s watching me. Or maybe that’s just what I think because I feel his gaze on me every time and I have no desire not to look back at him.
I pull back my curtain when the car outside idles and idles. A book is open in my hand, its pages unread. I let it shut as I peek outside to see who it is. The large text closes with a dull thud that matches the single pound in my chest when I see him out there.
I try to swallow but my throat’s dry.
Angie said it’s an intimidation tactic. I shouldn’t have told her anything about Sebastian coming by like this. She concocted about a dozen theories of what’s going on with the murders and Sebastian and why he’s checking on me and instructing me on what to tell the cops. She was animated, to say the least, but I was more interested in hearing about what she did on Sunday with her new boy toy than anything that has to do with this shit city.
My eyes drift down, meeting Sebastian’s and instead of glancing away, I hold his gaze for a moment.
I would feel it, wouldn’t I? If his intention was to intimidate me, I’d feel fear, or a chill maybe? I’d feel something other than the quiet stillness that settles deep in my bones, the smoldering heat that simmers in my blood. Just looking at him, my body relaxes.
I swear I even see his lips tug into an asymmetric smile when I don’t look away.
My heart does that thud again, and I have to loosen my grip on the thin curtain and let my head fall back against the headboard.
He’ll only ever be at arm’s length, so this power he has over me, this innate emotion he controls inside of me, can’t be good.
The idling stops, fading into the sounds of the night and that warmth and soothing feeling disappear with it. It’s sickening that something so small could garner so much emotion from me. As I reach for my book, I see my phone out of the corner of my eye.
I don’t have a fucking clue where I left off. My fingers run along the edges of the pages as if my memory can lead me to the right page, but all I can focus on is the phone.
Shoving the book off my lap, I reach for it.
The cops didn’t come to question me. I text the number I know is Sebastian’s. He’s never explicitly said it was him and usually he texts me, but I know it’s his number. I want to tell him he can resume pretending I don’t exist.
When he doesn’t reply, I skim through the previous messages.
The first one reads: You did good today. He sent it a few nights after the infamous kiss. The night I first slept peacefully in this house after my uncle took me in.
Who is this? I asked, but he never answered.
When I first moved in, my uncle didn’t have a spare room ready for me. We’d had to clear out the cluttered room he sometimes used as an office. Almost all of my mother’s things had to be thrown away in the move. Same thing with some of my possessions, not that I had much. This townhouse was already full, and I wasn’t even sure if I was staying here for long. No one told me anything. No one but Sebastian in a nameless text.
The phone pinging in my hand scares the shit out of me, spiking my adrenaline and forcing my heart to race up my throat. I nearly slam my head back against the headboard, but somehow manage to calm myself down.
The memories of the week my mother died have always haunted me. That week brought awful nightmares, ones that have come back in full force now that the past is being dredged up.
It’s only Sebastian, I tell myself and breathe in deeply, calming every bit of me, although the task feels even more impossible than staying awake long enough to see what he’s written.
How are you sleeping?
It’s fitting he would ask that just as I rub my eyes with the palm of my hand and feel the sting of the burning need to sleep.
I chew on my lip, my fingers hovering over the screen. I don’t want to lie to him here, not on the phone; I don’t want to taint these messages that mean so much. After a moment I tell him the truth and see exactly what I expect in return.
Not well.
Have you been drinking your tea?
The vial is on my nightstand, staring at me as if I’m to blame for this shit. I nearly took it last night, but I don’t do drugs. Not any sort. I’ve seen what addiction can do. Although I’ve also seen what desperation can do. And I’m desperate for one night where I close my eyes and I’m not haunted by memories of the past. I was doing so well for years. Her murderer being found is what set everything off. And the nightmares have come back with a vengeance.
Take it. His message sends a chill down my spine. It’s as if he can hear my thoughts.
It takes me longer than I thought it would to write him back. Mostly because I don’t know what his answer will be, but I know what I want to read.
If I take it, will you leave me alone? I text him and then grab the vial. I don’t have a cup of tea handy, but I have a glass of water. Without even thinking, I put one drop, then another, then the third.
I watch the liquid swirl as I wait for his message. The other night I thought it was clear, since in the tea I couldn’t see its color.
But it’s pink, a pale, pale pink that quickly disappears in the water.
Before I take a sip, I check my phone only to see he hasn’t responded. The lip of the glass feels cold as I bring it up and take the first gulp, wondering what it will taste like.
It tastes like nothing at all. Maybe a tinge of sugar. Just a faint hint.
I’m still considering the taste when the phone goes off on my lap. You need to sleep. How typical of Sebastian to respond without answering my question.
He has no fucking idea how badly I need to sleep. I’m delirious.
I chug the rest of the glass and intend on telling him that I drank the stuff he gave me, or maybe telling him something just so he’ll stay with me on the phone until I’ve fallen asleep.
That doesn’t happen though. Instead, I stare at the empty glass, feeling lightheaded and drowsy all at once. My sense of time begins to warp, feeling like it passes slowly but quickly just the same.
I barely get the glass on the nightstand before the darkness takes over. I’m able to slip under the covers, feeling the weight of sleep pulling at me. And I give in to it, so easily.
   
“YOU’RE LATE.” Tamra’s voice is clear as can be. She always had a slight rasp in the last word of every sentence and she kept her lips in the shape of that word for what seemed like an odd amount of time.
Where am I? I can feel my brow pinch; this room is familiar, but not so much that I know where I am. The carpet’s thin and worn out in front of the television where the car seats are. There are three of them, although they’re empty now. No one’s here but me, sitting on the sofa that’s just as worn as the carpet and Tamra, who’s standing in front of the open door.
“He made me stay overtime.” My mother’s voice drifts in through the tense air. She’s agitated and suddenly anxiety runs through me.
“Well, then, this is overtime for me. I can’t watch these brats for free.”
I’m not a brat. I swear I was good. I was good. I want to tell my mother, but I know to be quiet. With my hands in my lap, I wait stiffly. I’ll only move when I’m told, I’ll only speak when I’m spoken to. With my throat tight and dry, I wring my fingers around one another and glance at my bookbag at the end of the sofa. It’s already packed, and I didn’t forget anything. I never forget. If I do, I don’t tell my mom and I hope she doesn’t find out.
“Of course, you’re gonna fucking charge me,” my mother spits out her anger at Tamra. Anger which I know will be directed at me on Monday when she watches me again unless she tells my mom she’s not going to watch me anymore without being paid early. Which she’s done before. In that case, I stay in my room all day and don’t answer the door. But Mom got in trouble for doing that once.
“Let’s go, Chloe.” My mom barges into the living room as Tamra stays where she is, keeping the front door open. It’s late and I still have homework to do, but I don’t know how to do it. I don’t know how to read the words and I need someone to tell me, but Tamra won’t and Mom’s mad so I know better than to bother her.
I can tell from the way she stomps across the room it would be a mistake for me to do anything or say anything. I get up quickly. But I have to be quicker. If I move fast enough it won’t burn when she grabs my arm.
“I’m coming,” I tell her as fast as I can, snatching my bookbag and scurrying to her side even though fear is racing through me and begging me to run.
I’ll be quiet; I’ll go to sleep. Miss Parker will help me. It’s only second grade, she keeps telling me I have time to do it at school if I get there early, but that I have to learn to read. I’m trying. I promise her I am.
“You see how no one helped me?” I hear a voice from outside this moment, a voice that sounds so close, so real. So full of rage and vengeance. My mother. Fear runs down my skin and up the back of my neck, freezing me where I am as I swear I feel her hot breath at the shell of my ear.
She didn’t say that in the memory. She’s telling me now.
I look back at Miss Tamra, still trying to keep up with my mother, even though her grip tightens so hard it’s going to bruise. My blood runs cold and a scream is caught in my throat at the sight of Tamra leaning against the back wall, her left hand on the sofa. Blood coats her hair where a bullet wound mars her skull and it leaks down to her cheek, dripping onto her collarbone. I blink and suddenly she’s standing there, yelling at my mother that she’s an ungrateful bitch.
The chill doesn’t go away, the sight from just before still stealing my breath and sanity.
The hand around my arm twists, burning my skin where my mother is touching me. It hurts. Mom, it hurts! I scream out, but the words don’t come. I’m no longer there. It’s dark and the bruising hold changes to something else, feeling like the kiss of a spider climbing up my arm in the darkness. I try to jump back, but I’m trapped, with nowhere to go and I can’t see a damn thing.
She’s here. My heart races and dread ignites inside of me, but I can’t run. I can’t see her. I can only hear her so close to me.
“No one ever helped me,” she tells me. “They’re going to pay for that.”
   
IT FELT SO real last night, the sensation of my mother being so close to me.
An uncontrollable shudder runs through me as I slowly walk down the stairs. My heart won’t stop racing and I can’t clear my throat. I feel like I’m suffocating.
It was only a dream.
It’s only a dream.
My chest tightens and the fear rips through me anew as I swear I hear something upstairs, something in the bedroom.
“Knock it off,” I grit between my teeth.
The floor behind me creaks, loud and heavy. It almost sounds like someone’s walking down behind me quickly and not hiding their weight, making me scream and I nearly fall down the last four steps. My back pressed against the wall and my chest frantically rising and falling, I stare behind me. No one’s there. No one’s here.
“It’s only a dream,” I remind myself and ignore the flow of ice that rolls over my body and how every hair on my body stands on end as I remember my mother’s words. They’re going to pay for that.
I’m not crazy, but I feel like I am. Crossing my arms over my chest, I feel my blunt nails dig in and remind myself that I’m alive.
The night after my mom died, I had the same type of dreams. The ones where she felt so real, following me even when I woke up.
“Please, go away,” I beg her as I fall to the floor, sitting on the steps and wishing the wave of coldness that keeps coming over me would go away. Go away forever.
I told you, I hear my mother’s voice, but I know it’s just a memory.
She’s not real. This isn’t real.
The dead don’t stay away for long. And they’ll pay. Every single one of them will pay.





SEBASTIAN
It’s been three years since Romano gave me this job. The knife slams down on the cutting board as the thought hits me. I grab the carved meat and put it in the tub with the rest of the chunks.
I’m the butcher of a shop that rides the line of his territory. When Romano hired me to work here at Paul’s Butcher Shop, I thought it meant something different. I thought it meant he was hiring me to be a part of his crew.
Now I know better; he just wanted to watch me. Train me, or maybe mentor me if he ever needed someone like me. The line of customers coming in for their packages distracts me and I glance up for a moment. Eddie, Paul’s son, rings them up one by one. I stay in the back with a few other guys, processing all the orders and occasionally we have to stay here later, after closing hours.
Like when Romano has a special order.
Picking up the butcher knife, I slam it down with my teeth gritting together. This isn’t his turf, but I’m not ready to start a war or gather an army against him. There’s no one here to recruit, just the addicts who camp out behind the line of the highway that separates his area from Crescent Hills.
Most of the meat here is shipped off to God knows where. This place sees plenty of money come in and go out, but the numbers don’t actually add up. We’re just doing his bidding.
Still, I cut the fucking carcass up like I’m told, and stay on the right side of a would-be enemy while I have to.
I vaguely wonder how long that’ll be. And when the time comes, which side I’ll be on.
The bells hanging over the front door bells, two cheap bells that ding and then ding again as the door is open and closed quickly.
My gaze rises and goes back down, only to rise again with an unsettled feeling flashing through me, to take another look.
Chloe’s not dressed to be out in public. She’s in pajama pants and a baggy t-shirt with sneakers that aren’t even laced like she couldn’t get out of the house fast enough. Her hair’s down and windblown.
“What the fuck is she doing here?” I mutter beneath my breath and drop the knife on the cutting board. Before I can even wipe my hands off, she’s brushing past Eddie, ignoring him completely. She doesn’t hesitate to go around the counter and make her way back here. “Sebastian,” she gasps my name with a mix of relief and desperation.
My heart pounds harder as every man and woman in this place watches us. I can feel all their eyes on me as I keep my shoulders straight and head to the sink to wash my hands. I’m trying not to let her or anyone else see what I’m feeling deep down in my gut. This isn’t a good look.
“I need you,” Chloe speaks before the swinging door that separates the kitchen from the front of this small shop even closes.
The adrenaline pumps harder in my veins.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” I ask her although my gaze is focused on Eddie. I try to swallow but can’t, so instead, I watch the water run down the drain before turning off the faucet and drying off my hands. She doesn’t answer me, but she steps closer to me at the sink.
“What are you doing here?” I ask her in a harsh tone with no room for her to question how I feel about this shit. No one comes here. No one who knows any better. She should know better.
Her baby blues flash with something—shock, or anger—I’m not sure which. Her loose t-shirt nearly slips down her shoulder as she takes a step back. The place is silent save the exhaust fans as she takes a moment to look me up and down.
“I need you,” she tells me honestly, with a sincerity that everyone could hear, even if only spoken in a whisper. She brushes her wavy hair behind her ear and moves her gaze to the vinyl floor of the kitchen, blinking away the emotions ravaging her. The muscles of her throat tighten as she wraps her arms around herself. “Do you have a minute?” she asks as if she didn’t just run back here and disrupt everything while having no consideration for what she’s doing. The type of danger she’s putting herself into.
With a deep crease in the center of her forehead and a pained expression in her eyes, she tells me again, “I need you.” It’s the third time she’s said it since she got here, but she’s never said those words to me until today. Fuck, I can’t describe what it does to me. Her left foot kicks the floor as she slowly seems to notice everyone else as if they didn’t even exist before.
I watch her gaze as it moves to Eddie, who’s looking at me curiously and I give him an icy stare until he looks away.
I know he tells Romano everything that happens and having her come in making a scene like this is something that would get his attention. Talking to me about something as if I can save her… that would get his attention too. Romano needs to know everything, or so he tells us. But I don’t plan on telling him shit.
Especially because it’s her. And the way she’s going about this is going to cause problems.
That anxiety comes rushing back, not just from what everyone else is wondering, but also from what Chloe has to say.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” I ask her again and toss the hand towel onto the steel counter.
“Angie keeps asking me that too,” she mutters beneath her breath. Swallowing thickly, she looks over her shoulder before gripping my forearm and whispering, “I need to talk to you.”
Her pale blue eyes plead with me, sinking deep inside of me like she always does. And for the first time in so long, I wish she wouldn’t.
“Did something happen?” I ask her innocently, every hair on the back of my neck standing on end. I can hear people moving again, going back to their business, but they’re quiet and slow to move. They’re listening to everything.
“Did you see the news?” she asks me, and I stare back at her straight-faced as I shake my head no. I already know what’s coming before she keeps going. It’s only now that I regret going to see her; I invited her to think she could rely on me. She doesn’t know what she’s doing though, and all the shit I’m in right now.
“Tamra Stetson is dead,” she tells me in the barest of whispers as if she’s speaking a sin in the holiest of churches.
She has no idea what she’s doing. She doesn’t know how everyone is watching her. Watching us.
This city will talk, and word spreads like wildfire. That could be dangerous, but I already knew I was fucked. I just can’t risk her going down for this.
“Why don’t we go out back?” The question is really a demand as I grab her elbow. Her gasp is short-lived as she walks quickly beside me and my grip on her tightens. Using my forearm, I shove open the back door and pull her out back. The heat and the sun are blinding for a split second.
There may be no one out here, but there are plenty of people watching. Listening. It’d be naive of me to think that Eddie is the only person keeping tabs on me for Romano. Waiting to hear something they can use against anyone who has anything they could want.
Like her.
Chloe hisses between her teeth as the door closes with a loud clack. “Did you have to be such a dick?” she asks me with a fierceness I fucking love.
She rips her arm away and the action makes her shirt slip off her shoulder, showing me more of her soft skin and the dip in her collar.
The second she sees me looking there, she pulls it back into place.
“You should know better than to come here,” I warn her, keeping my voice low, making sure she hears the threat. She’s reckless, beautifully so, but it’s dangerous. Right now, I can’t have it.
“I need you, and--”
“It can wait,” I cut her off, feeling my heart slam harder. Every time she says those words it does something to me. It rips me apart knowing how badly I want those words to be true and how wrong she is.
“But Tamra--”
“No one gives a fuck about Tamra.” My answer is brutal, and I bite it out quickly, defensively even. Enough that I notice the change in my tone, but she doesn’t.
“You don’t understand, I wrote this list.” She barely gets the words out before shoving half a sheet of paper against my chest. It’s ragged like it was ripped from a spiral notebook and crumpled up before being smoothed out. It looks old as fuck and takes me a moment to recognize what it is.
Seeing the column of names on that piece of paper sends ice through my blood.
“Each in order,” she says, and I hear her swallow before she looks back up at me. “It’s every name in order.”

Amber
Barry
Tamra
Mr. Adler
Dave
Andrea

“I DIDN’T PUT last names, but look at them, look at the list.” She doesn’t have to explain it for me to know. “It’s happening right in order,” she continues and struggles to breathe as if every word is suffocating her.
All the recent deaths have taken place according to this list. First Amber, then Barry, and now Tamra. Everyone knows about Jeff Adler. He’d been with Chloe’s mother that night in the bar bathroom. He told the cops he’d heard her screaming but didn’t feel like dealing with her. He’s a piece of shit, always has been.
“Why would you even write this?” I can feel my anger and the tension in my body. The heat that’s running in my blood, but the sight of her changes it as her hands wrap around my hand holding the note.
“Tell me it’s a coincidence,” she begs me with a choked voice. The tears in her eyes linger and she only stares at the paper, rather than returning my gaze that I know she can feel. She struggles to breathe again and then covers her mouth.
When she lifts her eyes to mine, everything in her begs me to answer her with what she wants to hear. “Tell me this is all a coincidence, please. I keep dreaming about them. My mother and…” She trails off, but her regret and remorse are palpable. She shakes her head when I don’t answer, as I stand there stunned by the raw emotion and innocence.
“I’m just going crazy, aren’t I?” she asks me, and I let the tension between us wane. I give her a moment to calm down as she lets out a hard breath of air. “I’m just having these nightmares and--”
“Was there another name?” I ask her, cutting her off, and rub my thumb against where I can feel the indentations from a pencil. Where it’s obvious she put her own name down before erasing it. I know it was there, just beneath Andrea. I know it.
She chooses to go the route she always does with me, she lies, shaking her head and sending her hair swishing around her shoulders.
She grabs the piece of paper, trying to calm herself down and collect her composure.
“I wrote down the names of all the people who I thought deserved to die. I wanted them to die when they said they did nothing to help my mother when they admitted it with no remorse. I wrote it years ago, but just remembered it this morning when I turned on the TV. I was getting breakfast... and…. and suddenly I remembered. And when I saw it...”
The sound of a car backfiring in the distance makes her jump, but then her eyes close as she shakes her head as if admonishing herself. Her eyes open slowly and the pale blues stare at nothing.
“What if someone found this?” she asks although I don’t know if she actually wants me to answer.
“It’s in your hands,” I tell her with strained frustration.
The huff she lets out is short and full of bitterness. Shoving the paper into her purse, she keeps going, keeps letting her emotions get the better of her.
“I’ve literally gone crazy.” She wipes at her eyes although she doesn’t dare cry. “I just don’t understand. It’s three in a row, like a fucking checklist.” The anger comes out before she breathes in deep and says softly, “That’s not a coincidence.”
Spearing her fingers in her hair, she grips onto the roots at her temple. Her shoulders are hunched, and she looks worse now than she did years ago. “It’s not a coincidence,” she says quietly and her voice is shaky.
It looks bad. It looks really fucking bad. I can see why she’d be freaked out, but this isn’t the way she should have handled it.
I can hear her breathe in sharply as I lay a hand on her shoulder, but I make sure to keep my touch gentle, and she slowly melts. Every bit of her is breaking down.
She licks her lower lip and struggles to look me in the eye as she tells me, “Ever since they found him…” She trails off and rolls her eyes although sadness and guilt even, mar her expression.
“Calm down,” I tell her as she takes in a breath. “You’re all right.” I try to pull her in close to me, to be close to her like I was a few nights ago, but she pulls away enough that my hands fall from her.
She looks me in the eyes as she confesses, “Ever since that night, I’ve had these nightmares… My mom…” She takes in a shaky breath.
“You need to sleep and eat and let it all go, Chloe.” I hold her gaze as I take a step closer to her, willing her to let it go. “People die.”
“They’re being killed,” she replies forcefully, although her bottom lip wobbles. Her eyes dart from me to the door as she takes a half step back. “I dreamed of her last night,” she whispers darkly. “With Tamra. And the others before.”
Letting out a breath, I straighten my back and run a hand through my hair. Behind the butcher’s is a mechanic shop and I stare at a patch of rust on an old beat-up hood as a wind gust blows by and the heat lets up for a moment.
“You didn’t do this,” I tell her without looking at her.
“I feel like I’m going crazy,” she says in a sad voice that forces me to look at her. Her doe eyes reach mine. “Truly crazy, Sebastian.”
“You’re scared and searching for meaning where there is none,” I tell her, hoping she’ll just drop it already.
“I don’t know what to think, but it’s not--”
“A coincidence?” I cut her off, staring into her eyes and forcing her to let it go. “It is. That’s all this is.”
Her head wavers with the smallest of shakes and she looks at me bewildered. “But even you said the cops would think--”
“Jesus,” I cut her off again and run a hand down my face. “Is that what got to you?” I ask her, tilting my head and staring at her like she should know better. I can feel my brow furrow as she struggles to come up with an answer.
“Chloe, you can’t be doing this. You need to sleep-”
“I did!” she protests.
“More than one night,” I add. “And you need to eat. You need to take care of yourself and stop worrying about those assholes.”
She lifts her hand up to her shoulder and lets her thumb drag along the collar of her shirt as she looks out onto the mechanic’s shop. “It’s just a coincidence?” she asks me, although it sounds more like a hopeful statement. I wait until her eyes are on me to tell her, “Yeah, you’re just tired, Chlo.”
She holds my gaze for a second and I swear if it had been a second longer, I would have had to look away.
“I’m sorry,” she says with another shake of her head. Biting down on her bottom lip she looks away from me and says, “I didn’t mean to come here and…”
“You definitely shouldn’t have come here,” I tell her with a seriousness that makes her flinch.
“I…” she starts to respond and then corrects herself, “I said I was sorry.” The instant the words slip from her, I can feel her walls start to go up. For a moment I had her, but I’ll be damned, I don’t want to lose it. Not again.
“Come have lunch with me.” I don’t offer her an out or a chance to turn me down. Feeling the heat get to me from the direct sun, I wipe my hand down the back of my neck. “You need to eat anyway.”
“I don’t know that I should,” she tells me although her words come out as if she’s asking a question.
A huff of disbelief leaves me. “So, you think it’s okay to come here and talk to me about people being murdered?” I wait for her eyes to meet mine before I continue. “But going out to lunch is where you draw the line?” I let my expression show a bit of disappointment, even a little sadness. She’s always been a sucker for that.
“I’m sorry.” Her expression shifts to one of sympathy as she says, “I didn’t mean--”
“I know what you meant,” I tell her and splay my hand on the small of her back, giving the shop one more look before guiding Chloe around the building to the front parking lot. “You need to eat.”





CHLOE
This diner isn’t remarkable, but the food is. I think it’s all the salt they put on everything. They even put it on the pizza.
Even though it’s my favorite place to eat, I’m surprised I was able to eat anything at all.
The fear and paranoia are embarrassing. I’m fucking embarrassed I got so worked up this morning. It’s just… finding that list and the nightmares really got to me. I felt like I was drowning in a childish fear that still has its claws rooted deep in my thoughts.
The fear faded to uneasiness when Sebastian talked me down. Just being around him makes me feel safe and protected. If I could be with him always, I would. Because he settles something deep down inside of me. He makes me crave more. More from life, but also more from him.
A different kind of nervousness took over the moment I got into his car. The soft leather was something I didn’t expect. The hum of the air conditioner and the occasional clearing of Sebastian’s throat were the only noises the entire ride.
This morning, I had to tell someone and he’s my only someone, even if that’s a pathetic truth. I didn’t think twice. He didn’t answer his phone, so I went to where I knew he’d be. It made every bit of sense to me at the time.
Until I slipped into his car and was engulfed in his scent. Until I peeked at him as he drove his car with an air of dominance and authority.
In a room with other people, or even in a room I’m used to being in, Sebastian is still the boy who kissed me. But alone, in his car, something changed. And suddenly I lost my voice along with every thought I ever had, except for the dirty ones that crept up late at night about Sebastian doing more than just kissing me.
Today has been nothing but a series of fucked up thoughts running wild in my head.
“What’s on your mind, Chloe Rose?” His deep, rough voice breaks into my thoughts and I take my time reaching for another fry, carefully taking a bite before answering him.
“Just wondering about how much can change in a single day.”
I can feel the heat rise up my chest and to my cheeks, all the way to my hairline as he leans forward, his broad shoulders stretching out the t-shirt as he tells me, “I would swear you were thinking about something else.”
His steely blue eyes seize all my attention and hold me accountable. I can barely breathe, but he doesn’t need the confirmation. He’s plenty full of himself already, so I simply eat the rest of the fry and shrug. I ignore the butterflies and the desire to push him for more of that teasing side of him. This is the part of his personality I’ve craved, but I don’t want to appear desperate or say something stupid. I don’t want to ruin it. I can barely believe I’m here with him. I don’t even want to think about it for too long; I’m afraid if I do, it’ll all go away.
His cocky half smirk is what makes me look anywhere but at him as I try to remember how I ended up here with him.
Thoughts that I wish I hadn’t tried to return to.
Remembering when my mother died, how I felt the same way. Afraid and paranoid. I felt like no one understood why I was so completely distraught. The mix of emotions never felt right, and I never had any control over them. They hit me relentlessly, like the constant blow of boughs as I was forced to run through trees in a forest. Swiping at me, scratching me, taking me by surprise. I was only a girl, but old enough to remember, old enough to know I could have done something.
“I thought I was done with all this,” I tell him absently.
“How’s that?” Sebastian asks me with his brow furrowed and a look in his eyes that’s compassionate and curious. This is how I imagined he’d look when I read those texts all that time ago. It was only an image conjured in my head because I’d never seen anything of him other than the hard, dangerous boy he wanted everyone to see.
“Do you really want to know?” I question him, the uneasiness returning. He nods his head once and I figure, why not? I have no one to talk to and after this, I’m not sure he’ll even talk to me again. So why not let it all out?
“I thought I was over feeling like this…” Before I can finish, the air conditioner blows across my skin from above me just then, and a flow of goosebumps trails down my arm and shoulders making me wish I hadn’t picked this seat.
“You want to switch spots?” Sebastian asks and again, I’m surprised he would ask me that.
I gently shake my head and try to recall what I was thinking only seconds ago. Before Sebastian destroyed my thoughts again with a mere five words. He’s good at that.
Clearing my throat, I stare down at the half-eaten pile of fries and remember the gut-wrenching feeling and sickness of what’s to come. The living in fear and agony part. Oh yes, that’s what he took my mind from.
“I thought I’d gotten over this feeling of being in constant state of fear and guilt.” I don’t look at him as I speak this time. If I do, I’m not certain that my mind will stay on course. “Even after you…” I don’t mention what he did, and my gaze almost darts up to meet his eyes, but instead, they fall on his lips. “Even after school let out that year,” I say, choosing to settle on the time rather than the action we both know I’m referring to. “Even then, at night there was this feeling, but it drifted away. And then when my uncle died, I was just angry.” My voice raises at the thought, my breathing coming in faster.
Sitting back into my seat, I look at him and feel as if I should feel ashamed, but I’m not.
“Angry?” he questions.
“Yeah. I was angry. It wasn’t fair that I was stuck here.” Emotions threaten to come up at my admission. I loved my uncle and he’d passed only two years ago, right before I graduated high school. I was old enough to take the shit debt he left behind. “I know it’s not his fault; he wanted better for me…”
I don’t finish that line of thinking. “The point is, I thought I was done with all of this. For the first time in so long, I was fine.”
“You were relying on yourself. So, of course, you were fine.” Sebastian sounds confident in his response, but he doesn’t get it. Parts of me are so thoroughly broken that even the idea I have to rely on myself is horrifying. Rebecca used to say it was understandable after the trauma I’d been through. What she called trauma, I just called my childhood. No wonder I turned to books and writing to help me cope. Getting lost in my stories was a lot more enjoyable than facing reality.
“Everyone needs someone,” I answer him, holding his gaze and praying he can feel what I mean. That he can know how deeply settled I am in that decision.
“You didn’t have a someone, and you were fine.”
I almost answer him with, I didn’t say everyone deserves someone. Almost. But I decide to swallow it down. I sure as hell don’t want his pity.
The ping of my phone distracts me from the conversation. Sebastian’s here with me, so it must be Angie. Pulling it out, I see I’m right.
Where the hell are you? Stop being a bitch and answer me!
Angie certainly has a way with words.
I’m not coming in. I send her the response and then think better of it and add, I’m sorry. I’m just not feeling all that well today.
Before she can reply, I silence my phone and slip it back into my purse. She wouldn’t understand. She’d think I’m crazy. Shit, I think I’m crazy. My heart beats a little faster at remembering the pure fear that ran through me when I saw Tamra died. My name was on the bottom of that list. If someone else made a list like mine, would my name be on theirs too?
The chill from the air conditioner comes back and I let my head fall back with my eyes closed, suppressing the urge to feel anything at all. I’d rather be numb to it all. Goosebumps prick along my skin once again, slowly this time. It’s just the chill, I tell myself. It’s definitely from the air conditioner.
“Who’s that?”
Sebastian’s question distracts me from my thoughts and I open my eyes slowly to tell him, “Nobody.”
“So, nobody texted you?” Sebastian asks with what feels like a touch of jealousy. I’m ashamed by the way my body reacts. I feel a heat that swells from the pit of my stomach, rising up but also moving lower. Forcing a small smile to my lips, I answer him, “Just a friend.”
When his expression doesn’t change, I roll my eyes at him and say, “I finally got one of those.” My answer is pitiful, but I own it. I don’t care that I’m a loner who prefers books and writing and hiding away in my stories. Books are cheap, and the people in them are better than the ones I have left here.
He looks like he’s going to say something else, but he doesn’t. He finishes his drink and then reaches for his wallet.
“I can buy lunch,” I offer. “After all, I kind of ruined your day.” He cocks a brow and doesn’t answer me. Instead he puts some cash down on the table, more than enough to pay for both of us.
“I said I can get this one,” I tell him and reach for the cash to shove it back to him, but he snatches my wrist. Electricity shoots through me, the desire returning with a blazing force.
He releases me slowly and I bring my wrist back to me, staring at it as if it’s been singed. I’m reeling in the shivers that flow through my body.
“I pay,” is all he says, with a forcefulness that spikes desire through me. I can’t break his gaze, I can’t speak.
“I want to,” he adds in a gentler tone.
“How do you do this to me?” I ask him, but then I think of a different question. “Why are you doing this?”
“Because I want to.” He uses the same intensity as before, but somehow his words come out softer, almost comforting. The tension is thick between us and I wonder if he feels the same pull I do. “Why did you come to see me?” he asks me, and the question breaks the spell, my eyes falling to the table and the realization that the lunch is over. That this moment is only temporary, just like Sebastian’s presence in my life.
“Because I wanted to,” I offer him a similar response, shrugging and then pulling up the baggy sleeves to my t-shirt. How is it that hours have passed, and I’ve only just now realized I’m in my pajamas? I didn’t even bother to put on mascara. I always put on mascara, I look so much younger without it.
“Are you going to tell me why you’re doing this?” I ask him again, feeling irritated by everything, especially my reaction to the series of events that happened today.
“I just wanted to have a nice meal with you.” Hearing those words from him makes me smile and let out a short laugh. My mirth doesn’t wane when he looks at me with confusion, instead, it only makes me grin harder. Maybe I truly am crazy.
“What’d I say?” he asks, and I just shake my head, taking a peek at him while lowering my lips to have a sip of Coke from the straw.
I let the bubbling fizz relax me and then straighten myself to tell him, “Just the thought of you having a nice lunch and then heading off to your nine-to-five job.”
The charming grin grows on his face, revealing his perfect white teeth. “Don’t you know I’m a hardworking, blue-collar type of man?”
I hold his gaze and keep my smile in place as I tell him, “I know who you are, Sebastian Black.”
My taunting doesn’t get me the reaction I’m after. Instead, he slips his mask back into place, hiding from me.
My next breath is accompanied by a long stretch and then I take another drink. A coldness sets in between us. I can feel it coming. It used to come so often when we were forced to be together. The moment he knew he’d let me in, he’d shut it down.
I should have known better than to think it would last. Maybe I didn’t think it would, but I sure as fuck want it to.
“Something is truly wrong with me,” I speak the thought without conscious consent.
“You’re a product of your environment,” Sebastian answers me. He sinks back against the booth and stares at me long and hard. The fake, thin leather protests as he watches the front door.
“I should get home,” I tell him, so we can end whatever this moment has been. “I’m sorry I came and…. decided to be crazy and vent to you.”
“I’m not.” He answers me the same way he did with paying for lunch. No nonsense, no bullshit. And the same response flows through my body. For years, in school and up till the day my uncle died, I wanted him to be like this with me. To just talk to me.
“Be careful what you say at the shop though,” he tells me and then adds, “people listen.” The tone in which he says it brings an uneasy feeling over me and with a tightness in my throat, I start to tell him I’m sorry, but he cuts me off.
“Just so you know for next time.” The softness to him, it does something to me I can’t explain. Next time. As if I could have this moment again with him.
“You’re different,” I marvel at the revelation out loud.
“I’m not the one who’s different.”
“What do you mean?” I search his eyes for answers, wanting to know how he meant me to take that statement. Needing to know.
“Does it matter?”
“I don’t know what matters anymore.”
“What do you know, Chloe Rose?”
The way he asks it, or maybe it’s just my own thoughts, but it feels like the way he asks it is so much dirtier than what he actually asked.
“I know I should go to work or go home.” Neither of those options sounds appealing, but both are true.
“It’ll already be two by the time you get to work,” he says and shakes his head, “don’t bother.”
“Home it is then,” I say, easily conceding, and reaching for my purse as I scoot out of the booth to stand. “Thank you for lunch,” I tell him and then add, “I can walk since it’s--”
“Let me take you home.” He doesn’t look me in the eyes when he gives the command, he doesn’t even look at me. It’s clearly non-negotiable, so I don’t bother objecting.
The drive back to my place is even worse than the drive to the diner. Thankfully, it only takes about four minutes. And two of those were spent at a red light.
“I really could have walked,” I tell him as I slip out of his car. He opened his door first, intent on getting out rather than just dropping me off, so I walk a little quicker, eager to get to my front door first and cut him off there. I just want to be alone for a while. I want to hide away if I can. I need to process everything, but Sebastian has a way of bringing me out of my hiding place and showing me more of this world that makes me want to risk living.
“Should I come in and look around?” he asks as his car keys dangle from his hand. He stands in front of me expectantly, but I can’t give him that.
“I'd prefer it if you didn't.” The moment I unlock the door and turn around, I block the doorway and put a hand on the doorknob. It’s only open wide enough for me to stand in the gap comfortably. “I think I need to decompress; today’s been a lot to handle.”
He cocks a brow at me in that way I like. “You wouldn’t lock me out, would you?”
The way he asks makes me smirk, which slowly shifts into a genuine smile as I consider him. He’s so tall, so much taller than how he is in my thoughts. And his shoulders, so wide. He could protect me from anything. That pull to him is so strong it’s scary. But Sebastian himself doesn’t scare me, not in the least. He never has. It’s the power he has over me that’s terrifying. “I would… but if you asked to come in, I’d let you.”
My answer puts a smile on his face that matches mine. “See? I told you, you’re different.”
I huff a laugh, shaking my head. I’m not so sure that I’m different. It’s more like I’m letting him see more of me. That’s not the same thing.
He leans in close as I fail to summon a response, so close that I know exactly what he would want if I didn’t lock him out tonight. I’m in over my head with him, hot and bothered and wanting the same thing he does.
I need to get away from this city more than ever.
“Get some sleep then,” he says softly, in a deep, rugged tone when my eyes meet his. The carnal need that burns in his gaze sets my body on fire. I’m still standing there, watching him walk away when I can finally breathe again.
What is he doing to me?
The feeling deep in my gut, the one that used to be constantly present, still lingers as I walk up the stairs. Something is telling me it’s not all right, it’s not a coincidence. But that something is quieted by the thoughts of Sebastian and the idea that if it’s not all right, I can run to him. It brings out a strength in me I desperately need. He does that to me. And I find it hard not to be drawn to him even more because of it, my stupid heart especially. He’s been good at hurting it in the past, but it still wants more of him.





SEBASTIAN
The second her door closed, I felt eyes on the back of my head. I could feel someone watching. But when I turned around, there wasn’t a single soul in sight. No neighbors on their porch, no kids playing in the street.
Fuck, I’m just as paranoid as she is. The sound of my boots slapping on the cement stairs pounds as hard as my pulse does in my ears.
When I get in my car, I lock the doors but don’t turn the key in the ignition. Not just yet. The light in her bedroom isn’t on and I wait, staring at the curtains until the soft yellow glow floods the window. Even though dusk hasn’t hinted at its arrival, I can still see she’s turned on the light.
I’m tired as fuck. I couldn’t sleep last night, and I don’t have a clue when I’ll finally be able to rest easy again. The image of Chloe in my bed soothes the beast inside me. The caged animal that needs to be released. If she was next to me, in my arms and in my bed, I’d sleep then.
I pick up my phone and call Carter, needing some relief tonight and wondering if he’d drive by and keep a lookout for me. I don’t like the way she’s thinking and worse, the way she’s acting. I can’t risk her doing anything stupid, like telling anyone else about that list.
The phone rings. And rings. An unsettling feeling in my gut churns until he picks up. I’m reminded that his mom’s doing worse and worse. One day he’ll answer and tell me she’s gone. I fucking dread that day. The cancer’s been eating at her for two years now; she doesn’t look like herself anymore with all the weight she's lost. She can’t go anywhere without getting winded. It’s only a matter of time at this point.
“Hey man, I’m having a rough time. I was just about to call you.”
“What’s going on?” I ask him, feeling guilty that I forgot the shit he’s going through.
There’s silence for a long time before he tells me, “It’s just getting harder.”
“You all right?”
I can hear him swallow before he replies, “As all right as I can be.” I forget what it’s like to have a family, let alone what it would be like to watch someone you love to slowly die in front of you. “You need me to do anything?” I ask him.
Again, there’s only silence.
“Nah,” he says. “What is it you needed?”
With his question, comes a beep signaling I’ve received a text and instantly I think it’s Chloe. Looking up and watching as the light goes off and the window loses its light, I answer him, “It was just a passing thought, it doesn’t matter.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah,” I answer him. “But if you need anything, let me know. I got you.”
I don’t rush getting off the phone with Carter, but he does, ending the call right then with the sound of his father yelling in the background. My heart goes out to the kid.
More than a time or two I’ve thought about showing his dad what it’s like to have someone take out their anger and fear on a man, but I don’t know if Carter would forgive me for stepping in. Or whether it would just make things worse on him. His family is his. It’s what he told me when I suggested it once. I never want to get between him and his family. Never. No matter how fucked up they are.
The second the line goes dead, I check my text messages, but the message isn’t from her.
Are you going back on your word?
I read the text from the unknown number with a mix of anger and fear coloring my consciousness as I stare at the words.
I turn the key in the ignition, although I know I’ll be back tonight once the sun has set. I’m dead set on staying right here tonight. Right in front of her house until the early morning’s passed. I don’t need to sleep. I can sleep when I’m dead.
I answer, No, I understand what I have to do. She’s staying out of it. She doesn’t know.
The unknown number replies, Good. I’d hate for you to find out what would happen if you go back on your word.





CHLOE
“ You didn’t come visit me on my birthday.”
I hear my mom’s voice in the pitch black of my dream. The darkness spreads all around me. I can’t see.
“I missed you,” she says but her voice sounds closer this time and it echoes all around me. The only other sounds are my chaotic breathing and the pounding of my heart as fear filters into my blood. Every pulse feels harder and forces the desperation to get out of here to climb high into my throat.
Run.
I try to run; I try to scream. But I can’t.
Open your eyes. Wake up!
I wish I could obey my own pleas.
Slowly my eyes open, but I’m not in my bed. I’m in the alley on Park Street. I swear I feel tears on my face. My throat is raw from hours of screaming. My nails are broken and there’s blood everywhere. The metallic scent of it, the feel of it dried but still sticky and wet in other places over my skin, it’s all I can smell and feel.
My body is so heavy.
“Why didn’t you come visit me?” My mother’s voice taunts me as I try to lift my head.
My body’s heavy, lying on the ground. My cheek is flat against the cold, hard asphalt.
“I wanted to sing you a lullaby, baby girl. I miss being your mama.” I feel fresh tears start.
“Please don’t,” I whimper where I am. The pain flows as freely as the fear of seeing her again. I wish I could run.
“So, did I, baby girl,” my mother responds to my unspoken thoughts. “Or for someone to help me,” she adds.
I hear footsteps behind me and my heart pounds harder and faster. The adrenaline in my body is useless.
On instinct, I scream for help, but my voice is so quiet.
“No one can hear you, baby girl.” She’s closer. My body trembles and I try so hard to move, but not a single limb obeys. I try my fingers. One by one, please. Please move, but nothing moves. I’m cemented where I am.
“Well, maybe they can, but they don’t listen.”
The chill from the night air gets colder as a darker shadow covers my body. She’s behind me now. I try to swallow, so I can clear my throat and beg her, but it’s pointless.
“It’s time for your lullaby,” she threatens.
“I promise I’ll sleep.” My words come out as a strangled plea. I remember the way the heavy base of the glass vodka bottle landed against my temple. She didn’t sing it like this, so calmly. It started out this way though. And once she started, she never stopped. Not until I was unconscious. She knew when I was pretending. She always knew.
“Go to sleep,” she sings to me in a gravelly voice, dry and slurred from drinking, “go to sleep, lit-tle Chlo-e.”
Tears stream down my cheeks.
“Close your eyes, rest your head.”
Remembering how she beat me furiously with the bottle.
She drags her finger across my skin, trailing along the curve where my neck meets my shoulders. Her nail is jagged and slick with fresh blood. Pulling my hair behind my neck so she can whisper in my ear, she finishes the lullaby, “It’s time for bed.”





SEBASTIAN
I debate on sending the text. I’m staring at the phone in my hand like I’m back in high school.
You didn’t go to work today either?
The words stay right where they are, waiting for me to send them. I know she’s all right; no one’s approached her, no one’s messaged her. Although, she hasn’t left the house since I walked her to her door. Not two nights ago, not last night and she called out from work again this morning.
I know she’s in there. I’ve been watching every inch of that place.
“Mr. Black.” A man’s deep voice disrupts me from my thoughts. Sitting at the lone desk in the back room of the shop, I can see him through the open door. He’s standing in the front of the butcher shop, peeking behind the counter, and trying to get a look into the kitchen.
“Officer Harold,” I answer him in a monotone and slip the phone into my pocket. I just got in and didn’t see his car in the lot. But I didn’t check for it either. I didn’t do anything except worry about leaving Chloe Rose alone in that house. She’s getting to me even worse than she did back in high school.
All I can do is think about her, and that’s a mistake. For both of us.
“What can I do for you?” I ask him as I walk out of the back and head straight toward him. As I cross my arms, I make a mental note of who all’s in here. Eddie’s behind the front counter and watching everything, although he’s pretending to go through the weekly invoices. I don’t know why he bothers putting up a front. Officer Harold is in Romano’s back pocket and Eddie knows that. As does everyone else who’s working in the back.
So that means Romano sent him, or this is a test.
Either way, I don’t care for it. Other than Eddie, I don’t think anyone else is here yet. Which could be bad news for Eddie if this goes south.
“Have you heard about the recent killing spree?” he asks me and gestures to one of the two small tables in this place. They’re circular with peeling, flaking vinyl on the top and thin metal legs that match the rickety chairs. They’re dated and not meant to keep people wanting to stay. Most of the people who come in here pick up their packages and leave. Those who decide they want to hang around often change their minds as quickly as they can sit their asses down in these spindly seats.
“Killings?” I question him like I haven’t thought much about it. The sound of the metal feet of the chair dragging across the floor makes Eddie cringe as he peeks up from scratching his pencil on the notepad. “I know Tamra Stetson was shot and killed, I heard about that the other day.”
“Tamra and before her, Barry Jones, a few days before him a girl named Amber Talbott was found dead.” Officer Harold doesn’t sit like I do. Instead, he remains standing. Fucking prick.
I push back the chair and spread my legs wide as I sit back and shrug. “I only know what you know,” I offer him, and he gives me a smug smirk.
“And what is it that you think I know?” he taunts me, sucking his teeth and keeping his back to Eddie. Eddie doesn’t hide the fact he’s watching.
Again, I shrug and say, “Whatever’s in the paper and on the news.”
It’s quiet for a moment. Not a sound from anything. Not the air conditioner, not the cars outside. Nothing as he watches me, looking over my expression. I keep it easy and relaxed. It’s something I worked hard to accomplish. You never let them see a damn thing from you. Carter said his dad taught him that once. That you don’t give anyone anything. It’s the one thing Carter taught me that’s helped me survive longer than I would have otherwise.
“And what about your girl, Chloe?” Officer Harold asks me, and Eddie stops jotting on his pad. The scratching of the pencil halts and my heart pounds heaviy. I can feel my lips twitching on my face to pull down into a scowl and the need for my forehead to show a sharp crease.
I want to rip out his throat for even mentioning her name. I wish I could see her right now. That I could see she’s safe and ensure they’ll leave her out of this. Adrenaline pumps hard in my blood knowing she’s involved now, but she did that to herself when she came here. Fuck, I wish I could take it back.
I can protect her though. I will protect her; I’ll make this right.
“Chloe Rose?” I say her name and force my face to soften, to stay casual wondering how the best way to play this would be. I rub the stubble on my chin and look past him. “What about her?”
“Why did you go to see her?” he asks me. Anxiety races through me. She’s always flown under the radar. Gorgeous and tempting, but no one’s paid her any mind. No one wants to deal with the sad girl who’s stuck here with no one and nothing. Now she’s a person of interest, all because of me.
“She came to see me,” I correct him.
“That’s not what I heard.” My pulse pounds at my temples. And again, I struggle to keep my composure. I feel my throat get tight as I swallow.
Letting out a low sigh, I exaggerate. “A few nights ago, she was walking home.” I meet his eyes to add, “Alone. And the streetlight went out. Spooked her some.”
His eyes stay hard as I sniff and shrug my shoulders. “She wanted some company. I checked out her place. I don’t know if you know this, officer, but someone broke into her house a while back.”
His eyes narrow; I know damn well that he knows what I did. I had to tell Romano, who tells Officer Harold when he doesn’t have to go searching for a killer. Problem is, Romano doesn’t know who’s doing these killings. Romano should know if I had something to do with it, I’d tell him. The fact that Officer Harold is here is telling. The uneasiness flows through me the more I think about it.
I shrug. “I guess she liked that I was willing to give her some company.” I tilt my hips up some, implying a little more happened. “I liked it too.”
“So, this has nothing to do with Tamra Stetson or the killing spree?” he asks me and sucks his teeth again, but his demeanor has changed. No longer on the attack, instead he’s desperate for a lead.
“It’s freaking Chloe out some, being alone and watching these girls turning up dead… which is only helping me get laid. But I don’t know shit that could help you.”
“Just to clarify.” The good officer puts both hands on the table and leans forward, getting so close I can see where he nicked his chin when he was shaving. “For everyone,” he adds, although the heavy implication is that Romano will hear about whatever I say. I already know that though. This little visit was obviously triggered by Chloe running in here the other day. I know damn well that Romano doesn’t know shit, and neither does this prick.
“Whatever you want to know,” I say and stare him dead in his eyes, feeling the tension rise.
“You don’t know anything?” His eyes search mine as I answer him, “Not a damn thing.”
My heart beats chaotically and I swear if he could hear, he’d know I’m lying.
Sniffing and standing straight, Harold fixes his shirt, tucking it back in. “If you hear anything…” he says even though he’s already walking out. With his back to me, he doesn’t bother to give any parting words. Only the sound of the bells bids him farewell.
“What’s up his ass?” I ask Eddie even though my eyes are on the glass door as it closes behind him.
After a moment with no response, I look over at Eddie, but he’s already gone. The notepad remains on the counter, the top piece ripped off.
There are enemies everywhere. Every step of the way.
The deeper I get with Romano, the less likely it is I’ll ever have a chance to leave.





CHLOE
They feel so real. That’s why I can’t shake them.
The nightmares are something I was used to when I hadn’t come to terms with the reality.
My mother’s gone. 
She died years ago. 
I remind myself once again and blow across the top of the full cup of tea in my hands, but it’s no longer hot, it’s barely lukewarm. I’ve only just now realized I must have been holding it for a while without even taking a single sip. I’m slow to set the cup down on the end table and then reach for the blanket. My fingers grip on to the soft woven fabric like it can save me. Just as I used to think when I was a child.
My mother’s gone. 
She died years ago. 
It was hard to say the words back then, but I have to keep saying them now. 
Not because I don’t believe them, but because every time I fall asleep now, she’s there, haunting me and saying things that scare me.  Things she knows would put true fear into my heart. She’s reminding me of memories I’ve long buried.
She’s angry and wants revenge for what happened.  I can feel it. Her killer joining her six feet in the dirt isn’t enough justice. She’s starved for more. A taste of his blood wasn’t enough.
When I wake up breathless and terrified by how realistic the dreams are, I can feel the weight of her hand gripping my arm, but no sane person would believe me. I would just sound crazy.
I’m going crazy. I know that’s what they’d say and as I pull my knees into my chest on the sofa, I struggle to deny it. I’m fucking insane.
All I can think, is that whatever Sebastian gave me is fucking with my head. I can’t sleep without seeing her, without feeling her. I swear the scratch on the back of my neck is from her.  
I don’t want to go to sleep.  I only took the sweets, as Sebastian calls it, that one time, but I’ve been so fucked up since then. Although, so much more has happened since then too.
My fingers press into my tired eyes, feeling the burning need to sleep and I remember how I woke up last night, sweating, crying, my throat raw as if I’d been screaming. I prayed like I’d never prayed before and when I whispered for someone to help me, I felt the coldness of her presence. As the chill traveled up my spine, I swear I heard my mother whisper, “I am.” 
A sudden knock at the door has my heart galloping in my chest. Two days of not sleeping but also not knowing what to do has left me jolting at every sudden sound.
“Chlo,” I hear Sebastian’s voice call out through the front door and he knocks again as he says, “Open up.”
Just hearing his voice is calming, and I easily swing my legs down and listen to my bare feet pad across the floor as I go to unlock the door and let him in.
I swing open the door without even looking in the small mirror in the hall to see if I look presentable. I’m sure I look like hell, and I wouldn’t keep him waiting, so it doesn’t matter anyway.
With his hand still raised to knock again, we both stand there for a moment, waiting for the other to say something. I swallow thickly, feeling the nervousness rise up again. He’s never taken so long to say anything before.
“You look like you’re ready for me to drag you to bed,” he finally tells me and then steps inside, not waiting for me to invite him in.
“If you’re lucky, I’d let you.” I try to make it sound like a joke, but at this point, I would. “I feel like I’m going to fall over,” I tell him groggily and turn my back on him to saunter back to the living room, but he grabs my wrist as he kicks the door shut behind him.
It closes with a click.
“What?” I ask him, staring pointedly where his fingers are wrapped possessively around my wrist. “I wasn’t serious. You aren’t dragging me anywhere.”
Keeping my face deadpan, he cracks a smile and then I mirror his, a small simper of a smile, but it doesn’t reflect anything that I feel.
“You okay?” he asks me.
Blowing a lock of hair away from my face and straightening the strap of the tank top on my shoulder I nod and ask, “What’s going on?” No matter how much I want to tell someone about my nightmares, I refuse to speak the words out loud. It would only make me sound unhinged.
“The cops wanted to know why I came to see you.”
Cops. That was the last thing I wanted to hear. My stomach drops, as does my gaze and I pick under my nails to distract myself.
“How would they even know?” I ask him without thinking, but if I’d just let it sink in for one second, I’d know better. Everyone here is crooked, everyone knows everything. It was the only good advice my mother ever gave me. If you keep that in mind, you’ll be all right.
“Ignore me,” I tell him absently and rub the tiredness from my eyes as I walk to the sofa. I plunk back down into my cozy seat and pull the throw blanket around me again.
When I peek up at Sebastian, he’s eyeing me with a look I can’t place. “What did you tell them?” I ask him to get the attention away from me.
“Well, I had to tell a white lie.”
“What did you say?” I whisper and fight off the yawn that threatens.
“I told them you meant something to me and I was just checking in on you.”
It’s quiet for a moment as I take in his words. I have to remind myself of what he said. Me meaning anything to him is a white lie. The thought makes my fingers ball into a fist under the blanket.
“Okay,” is all I give him as I sit there, with my neck craned so I can stare up at him as he stands in front of me.
“And now they think we may be a thing.” His eyes assess me, and if I wasn’t so tired, I would blush, practically ignite like I’ve done before. But right now, all I can think is how he said it was a white lie.
I almost ask him what a white lie means, so he can tell me to my face in blunt terms that I don’t mean anything to him. Instead, I just ignore it all and focus on a pounding ache that grows in my temple.
“What’s in that stuff you gave me?” I ask him a question that’s been nagging at the back of my head.
“Nothing serious.” His forehead creases as he answers me. “Why?”
“It feels serious to me,” I tell him. although my heart beats rapidly, begging me not to push him away with my insanity.
The moment passes, and with the silence, the tension grows.
“What happened?” he asks me. “Are you sick?” The concern in his voice is so genuine that I nearly tell him to be careful, that everyone will see that I mean something to him. But the spite and jabs from his white lie comment mean nothing to me right now.
He’s here. He’s listening to me. Whether he realizes it or not, I know I mean something to him. So, I couldn’t care less if that’s what the cops think. I couldn’t care less about people running their mouths or any of that right now.
There’s only one thing haunting me at this moment.
“I’m just…” I trail off and swallow thickly, burying the words in my throat.
“When’s the last time you took it?” he pushes for more information as he takes the seat next to me, making the old sofa groan with his weight. He sits closer to me than I sat to him last time. He’s so close, I can still feel that heat that lingers on his shirt from the summer sun.
“I only took it the one night.” I look up into his steely blue eyes and watch the grey flecks mesmerize me as I add, “The night I texted you.”
“You’re supposed to take it every night, Chlo. It doesn’t stay in your system for long.”
“Are you sure?” I ask him quickly. “Because it feels like it’s still in my system.”
The sofa protests as I readjust in my seat to face him more and he asks, “Have you been sleeping?”
I only nod with a small frown gracing my lips as my chest tightens with worry. “I don’t want to though,” I whisper the confession.
“Chlo,” he scolds me, immediately running the middle finger and thumb of his right hand down his temples. His large hand covers his eyes as he does it.
“Don’t do that,” I bite back, not hiding the sadness and disappointment at his reaction. “I’m not a child and I’m not okay.” Although my voice wavers, I say the words as strongly as I can.
He lets out a heavy breath as his hand drops to his side and my eyes plead with him to understand.
“I’m afraid. I’m dreaming these things...” I gulp down the confession and settle on a simple truth as I conclude, “and it’s not okay. I think it’s what you gave me.”
“You think the sweets has something to do with what you’re dreaming about?” he asks me, and I can only nod with a tension in my stomach that threatens to make me sick. “Tell me,” he says, and his command is soft and comforting. As if confiding in him will make it all go away. “Tell me what’s got you worked up like this.”
“It’s my mother,” I tell him and struggle to confess to him that every time I drift to sleep, I relive the hell that existed before she died. Every memory I’ve shut away and buried with her is back. “I feel crazy because the nightmares are so real.” I can feel myself breaking down and the moment Sebastian notices, both of his hands are on me. One on my thigh, rubbing back and forth and the other on my shoulder. I’m in a sleep shirt that comes down to my knees, my legs covered by the blanket. His right hand though is touching my bare skin. The rough pad of his thumb rubs soothing circles against my collarbone and I lean into it. I’ve never felt the need to be touched so gently before. The need to be held.
If I had even a hint that he’d still respect me after, I’d climb into his lap right now.
“It’s all right.” His voice is strong, but also frustrated and it reminds me of that day back in high school. He’s barely keeping it together as he takes me in.
“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to do other than apologize. “I don’t want to be this way,” I plead with him to understand. “I think when I drank the--”
“It’s not the sweets. It’s what’s going on around us. This shit is bringing up old memories. The drug is just a knockoff pharmaceutical. Most people don’t even know about it. It’s like any other sleep med, Chlo. A friend gave it to me to sell, but no one buys sleep meds off the street.”
“You don’t understand,” I tell him.
“Make me understand.”
I think long and hard about exactly how to explain it. It’s not an old memory. These terrors are so real and lifelike, they don’t leave me when I wake up. “I’m scared,” is all I can say, and the confession comes out as a whisper.
“I want you to come spend the night with me,” Sebastian speaks like it’s a request, but it’s not. I can hear it in his voice and along with the shock is something else.
Desperation.
I can’t move, thinking I’ve misheard him. All I can do is stare into his eyes and listen to every single beat of my heart.
“It’s in my best interest to keep an eye on you,” he tells me slowly and then licks his lower lip. It’s slow and sensual but there’s something else there like he can’t quite figure something out. “You look like you could use some company. It’ll do us both good.”

HE GIVES me five minutes to gather a few things. It hardly takes me that long as I toss my toiletries on top of a stack of folded clean clothes and grab my purse. That’s it. I don’t bother with anything else.
We’re not driving far, but even so, the car ride is quiet in a way that absorbs my every thought. Sebastian Black… and me. Maybe one day I’ll wake up and all of this will be a dream. Or maybe one day, he’ll come with me and we can run away from this nightmare.
“Haven’t you ever thought about leaving?” I let the internal thought wander to my lips as I rest my cheek against the car window. The hum of the engine and the gentle vibrations threaten to lure me to sleep, but I fight it.
“You don't think I want to leave too?” he asks me, taking his eyes from the road to look at me. I don’t answer, I just take him in, right here at this moment. The strength that is Sebastian Black, veiled with the secret that he’d rather run away. My heart hurts for him in this instant; I always thought he ran this city and that he thrived because of it. How foolish I was. I realize that now as he tells me, “When you figure out where you're going to run to, let me know.”





SEBASTIAN
I didn’t even think to be embarrassed or ashamed until Chloe stopped in the foyer. All I was thinking was that I was done leaving her alone. I don’t have a good feeling about any of this shit and I just want to keep her close. I never considered what she’d think of my place though. Or what she’d think of me.
“Welcome home,” I tell her as I toss my keys onto the skinny kitchen counter next to the pile of unopened mail I got yesterday.
There’s a sofa, a coffee table, and a TV. Nothing else in this room. It’s never looked bare before, until now. It’s never felt like it was lacking in any way until I see Chloe not moving from where she is.
The sofa came with throw pillows I didn’t like, so I tossed them out, but there’s a standard bed pillow and an old blanket in a heap on the far end of the sofa. That’s where Carter sleeps when he needs a place to crash.
This house is small, with only one bedroom and the kitchen is the size of a freaking dime, directly across from the living room. But I paid with cash and I own it. That’s the only thing I was looking for when I knew I needed to leave my ma’s old place. There was too much shit there. Too much of the past cluttering and smothering my every thought.
“Not what you expected?” I ask her dully and keep walking to the sofa to take off my shoes.
I have a nice car and nice threads for when I need them. All my cash is hidden in the floorboard under my cabinet sink. I don’t spend anything I don’t have to. You never know when you may need to run, and I’ll have the cash for that, make no mistake about it.
“You’re such a man. You could at least grab a candle at the corner store or something. Maybe hang a picture?” she suggests, and her lips pull up into a teasing smile.
She finally walks into the room, kicking off her shoes next to mine and slipping into the side of the sofa Carter usually takes. She goes to grab his blanket, but I stop her. It’s weird seeing her gravitate to his things. And to want his things.
“You can have the bed,” I offer her and then add, “That’s Carter’s stuff.”
“Oh.” A shyness spreads through her expression as she gently pushes it away. “Sorry,” she adds and then clears her throat. “Do you have a throw for out here?” she asks.
“You like being under the covers, don’t you?” I ask teasingly, and it makes her smile as she nods. I like that. I like how I can make her smile. I like that even when she’s worked up and upset. When her mind is wandering to disturbing things, I can make her smile and give her something to take away the pain.
“Let me grab you the other blanket,” I say as I stand up. There’s a small linen closet outside of the bathroom, and I have my old blanket in there.
“I don’t know that the Cross boys like me much,” she tells me from the living room even though I can barely hear her in here.
I just washed the blanket the other night and I can still smell the laundry detergent as I bring it out to her. “Why would you think that?” I ask her and play dumb even though I know why she would.
“My mom was kind of into their dad once, and couldn’t take a hint,” she says softly, but cheers up when she sees my blanket. “Ninja Turtles?”
A huff of comforting humor leaves me as I nod.
“You aren’t your mom. They know that,” I say to try to ease her worries.
“Yeah, but…” she starts to say, but I shake my head and she trails off, waiting patiently to hear what I’m going to tell her. She brushes a lock of hair behind her ear and snuggles into the sofa, resting her head on the back cushion.
“I know Carter, and he likes you just fine. More than he likes most people.” I focus on Carter, not his family. It wouldn’t be fair to blame Chloe for her mother’s mistakes. That’d be like her judging Carter for his father’s actions.
“I think he’s all right, too,” she says softly with her eyes closed, nestling deeper into the sofa.
“I said you could sleep in the bed, Chlo,” I remind her and watch as her eyes slowly open, giving me more of that soft blue mix of pale hues that look through me.
“I don’t want to sleep,” she tells me just above a murmur.
A sickness spreads through my chest and down to my gut, settling into a heavy pit there. “You need to sleep.”
Even though my words are hard and non-negotiable, she gives me a sad smile. “No shit. I can’t stay awake forever, but it feels like I’m trying.”
“You don’t like the sweets?” I ask her, remembering what she said about it fucking with her and making her remember shit she didn’t want to. “It’s just supposed to relax you. I think everything that’s going on is messing with your head.”
“I don’t want it to happen again.” Sadness slowly seeps into her eyes, but she doesn’t elaborate.
“Don’t want what exactly?” I ask her, and her expression falls completely as she searches my gaze.
“They’re just nightmares,” she whispers, and I don’t know if it’s more to convince herself or me.
“They come and go; you can’t stop them by running yourself into the ground like this,” I tell her and run my hand over the back of my head. As I do, I feel the weight of my own exhaustion taking over.
“I have Benadryl. I could go get Nyquil?” I give her some options, just hoping she’ll take something. The person who gave me the sweets made it sound like it was the best thing to take to relax and sleep easy. That’s the only reason I gave it to her. It worked for me and I thought it might help her. “You gotta sleep, Chlo.”
“I know I do,” she tells me and then readjusts her head on the cushion until she’s more comfortable, but still looking at me. The look of exhaustion drives a primal need inside me to help her sleep however I can. Even if that means fucking her into my bed. The thought is only a flash in my vision of her legs wrapped around my hips, her heels digging into my ass as I pound into her. A split second of that thought has me rock hard instantly.
I want to kiss her again, but that would just complicate everything. It feels good to have someone needing you like this though. Wanting you and letting you get close.
Word is already going around. As long as I do what I’m supposed to, maybe I can have her…
“Let’s go to bed,” I suggest, readjusting and trying to ignore the aching need that’s pressing against the zipper of my jeans. I’ve wanted her for so fucking long. With a quick glance at her curves hidden beneath the covers, I start wondering if she’d let me. If she needs me like I need her.
“Sebastian, tell me you didn’t bring me here just so you could fuck me.” Her voice is breathy, but there’s a tinge of fear there. She hasn’t moved from where she’s sitting, but she’s still as she waits for my answer.
“Why do I keep finding myself telling you that you should know better?” I expect her to flinch at my tone, or to drop the subject altogether. I don’t expect her to press me, which is exactly what she does.
“So, you don’t want to sleep with me?” she asks, and I don’t hesitate to tell her, “I want to fuck you more than I want to breathe right now.”
Chloe Rose’s eyes widen and her breath hitches as my blood heats.
“But it’s not why I brought you here, and you know it,” I add.
I can hear her swallow as she glances at my throbbing cock. “We can just go to sleep. I’m tired too,” I offer her.
I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until she nods her head. “Okay,” she says, already pushing off the sofa and standing up with a yawn. “Should I bring this one too?” she asks, holding up the corner of my blanket.
“Leave it there,” I answer her and start walking down the hall. I walk slowly so she knows to follow, and she does. Her footsteps are soft and hesitant.
Pulling back the sheets for her, I look over my shoulder and then nod to the left side of the bed, the farthest from the doorway where she’s still standing.
She has one hand on each side of it, and in her sleep shirt, her legs are on full display. Smooth and lush. She rubs one calf against the other as she nervously waits in the doorway. “No funny business?” she asks.
“Not unless you want,” I tell her, feeling the disappointment overwhelm me. I’ve thought about having her here for years. Literally, years. I have to stare at my nightstand as I strip out of my shirt. When I unzip my pants, I see her walk around the bed, but more importantly, I feel her eyes on me. Her lust-filled gaze doesn’t see mine on hers as she nearly walks into the bed in her rush to get under the sheets. She doesn’t notice how I watch her lick the seam of her lips as her gaze travels down my body.
And I’ll never forget how her eyes widen and her bottom lip drops slightly for her to take a deep inhale when I kick off my pants and she sees what I have for her.
Every fucking inch of it will slide into that tight cunt of hers.
Maybe not tonight, but knowing how much she wants me, how much she’s desperate for what she sees, brings a cocky smirk to my face that I can’t hide.
When the sheets stop rustling and Chloe’s nestled under the comforter, I ask her, “You want to be the big spoon or little spoon?”
And I’m rewarded with the sweet, sarcastic laugh I knew she’d give me.
“No spooning,” she answers with the smile still firmly on her face.
“You sure?” I ask as I slip into bed beside her. “It can get a little cold, you may find yourself wanting some warmth.” I cock a brow, but she’s not having it. “I’m practically a heater myself. My body temperature is just a little hotter than normal.”
When she laughs this time, I smile wider and set my head down on the other pillow in the bed. She rubs her eyes and then rolls over to lie on her side, facing me with both of her hands tucked under her pillow.
“You’re the different one,” she whispers, reminding me of the night I dropped her off at her house when she said I was different and I said it right back to her. “This wouldn’t be so easy if you were still the way you were before.”
I have to lick my lower lip to keep from saying anything. She has no idea. “I guess we’re both a little different, but can I tell you a secret?”
She only nods, her hair ruffling against the pillow as she does. “I’ve always wanted you.”
With her teeth sinking into her bottom lip, she tries to stifle her smile, but she can’t.
“Aw, aren’t you cute when you blush?” I tease her, and I’m rewarded with a little more of a smile.
“What if we did do something?” she asks after a moment. Her breathing picks up and I can feel her nervousness.
I nearly groan from my cock leaking precum at the thought of doing something with her.
“What kind of something?” I ask her, doing my best to tread lightly. I get the feeling that she’d run from me and put those walls back up if I made a single misstep. I’m so eager to be inside of her, I could stumble and fall my way down a flight of stairs into fucking this up.
She shrugs and waits for me to say something.
“Is there anything you wouldn’t do?” I ask her out of pure curiosity. With her hips, the image of her face down on my bed with her ass up is everything I want right now. My cock stiffens again at the thought and this time I let out a small groan.
Her eyes travel away from my gaze and downward.
“I’m sure there’s a lot I wouldn’t do… or maybe not,” she says absently. “My friend said she liked being choked.” The mention of choking catches me off guard. Of all the things for my innocent Chloe Rose to say, that wasn’t one I couldn’t have guessed.
“You want me to choke you?” I ask her, not hiding my surprise.
“No!” Pushing her hand against my chest, she backpedals real quick. “You were just asking what I wouldn’t want to do but I don’t know what that list would be.” She nestles back down as I try to think of what she needs to hear next.
I know what I want to say. I want to go through my list of all the dirty shit I want to do to her and then have her tell me where her limits are. But I’m pretty sure that’ll have her jumping out of bed faster than I can finish my laundry list of how to make Chloe Rose cum harder than she ever has before.
Confusion mars my face; I can feel it in the deep crease on my forehead. “I’m getting some mixed signals here, and I don’t want to fuck this up.” It’s such a simple thing to admit that, but as I swallow, I feel more vulnerable than I have in a long time. Probably since the day she ran from me in school, when she ran out the door and I followed her.
“I don’t want to fuck it up either,” she whispers and then leans in closer, pressing a small, quick kiss to my lips. Before I can deepen it, she’s already pulling away. My hand was already half up, ready to spear through her hair and keep her pressed to me, but I’m too slow, too shocked that she’d make the first move.
“If we did do something, it would only be because I think I would sleep really well after,” she tells me softly, watching my expression and judging my reaction.
“You love lying to me, don’t you?” I ask her with a cocked brow as I stretch out, putting one arm behind her head. She lets out a small laugh but also inches closer and rests her cheek on my arm.
With her thumbnail between her teeth, she keeps her arm up between us and I don’t miss how the bottom half of her body is still farther away from me.
I glance at the clock and see how late it is before taking a look back at her, nestled in my arm with her eyes closed.
“What if tonight you take from me, whatever you want?” I offer her and then say the second half of my suggestion when her eyes flutter open. “And tomorrow night, I take from you. Whatever I want.” My blood pressure rises instantly at the thought of her agreeing. I’m hot and wound up and ready to make a deal with her. “Whatever you want,” I add.
Her lips part and there’s a sudden movement of the bed along with the comforter. “You have to squeeze your thighs together like that?” I tease her even though the very thought of her scissoring her legs right now is killing me.
“We can do that,” she agrees in a single breath. Again, she inches closer, so close, but her ass is still pointed the wrong way.
“How do you want me?” I ask her and then add, “Tomorrow night when you’re ready, that’s how I want you to ask me too.” I’m so damn hard at the thought of her asking me that I nearly lose it when she nods her head in agreement.
“So, how do I want you?” she asks, her wide doe eyes shining with a desire that must reflect my own.
With my body coursing with adrenaline at the thought of fucking her tonight, I nod my head and say, “Tell me what you want.”
She turns away from me, and for a split second I think she’s going to say she doesn’t want to do anything, but then she brings her ass closer to mine and all that desire rises inside of me again.
She peeks over her shoulder and grabs my hand, kissing the tip of my fingers one by one as my heart beats faster and faster. “I want your hand here,” she whispers and pulls down her panties while telling me, “I’ve never been fingered; I want you to get me off with your hand.”
I don’t believe her for one second, but I don’t argue. I don’t even consider arguing.
All I can focus on is that she’s in my bed, taking off her panties and telling me she wants me to finger fuck her. I’m content getting to third base from Chloe tonight because tomorrow night I’m getting everything I want.
Planting a small kiss on her jawline, I let her move my fingers between her legs. She’s hot and already slick with arousal. Fuck, I don’t know how I don’t immediately cum just from grazing my fingers across her clit.
“You’re so fucking wet,” I tell her the second my fingertips touch her hot entrance. I force back a groan as I push my fingers inside of her. “And so tight,” I comment out loud, but the next thought is whether or not I can even fit my cock inside of her. I have to work my fingers in slowly, pressing against her front wall and holding her body down as she bucks out of instinct.
Her hips tilt up and I press my thumb against her clit. Slowly she adjusts, letting me push my fingers in deeper and deeper and stroking her front wall to get those sweet sounds to spill from her lips in a strangled moan.
Her cry of pleasure is accompanied with her pushing her head back into my shoulder as her neck arches and her body begs to do the same.
I’m barely inside of her and she’s already so responsive. So easy to pleasure. As her hand moves to the back of my head, her fingernails scratching as they go down my scalp, I lean forward to kiss her neck. I’m teasing and slow with each calculated kiss, nipping and biting from the sensitive part just below her ear down to the crook of her neck.
My eyes stay open the entire time as I push my fingers deeper and deeper inside of her, working her and desperate to warm her up so she can take me.
“Fuck,” she moans a muted sigh of the word. My fingers press against her front wall, rubbing hard and forcing her pleasure from her, all while keeping my thumb pressed to her clit.
Her body writhes against me as she tries to turn over, to move away, but I wrap one leg around hers and move my arm around her chest, pinning her body to mine and holding her in place. Strangled moans are all she gives me as I pump my fingers in and out of her cunt.
My touch turns ruthless as her heels slam into the bed and she frantically grabs at the sheets. She’s so fucking close. “Give it to me,” I command her through clenched teeth. I can’t even breathe, knowing how close she is.
“Bastian,” she’s moaning my name as her body trembles with my relentless touch.
I’ve never heard anything sound so fucking perfect as Chloe Rose moaning my name.
“Say it again,” I command her, and she gasps while yelling it at the same time, “Bastian, Bastian!”
I can’t help rocking my hips against her, loving how she does the same, grinding her ass against me.
“I want you,” I beg her, pressing my cock against her, the only shield being the thin fabric of my boxers.
I’ve never wanted a girl this much. I’ve never felt the need to be inside of a woman like this before. I need her. I need to feel her pussy wrapped this tight around my dick. My heart races with hers as she gets closer.
“I want you,” I moan again against the shell of her ear as I press my dick against her ass, searching for relief. Instantly her pussy clamps down on my fingers, tightening and spasming as she cums.
I cum violently with her. If she wasn’t so preoccupied with her own climax, I’d be embarrassed that I just came in my boxers, dry humping her.
I take my hand away from her slowly, letting her sag on her side as she tries to catch her breath. I have to hide that I’m doing the same as I flip my fingers in my mouth and make sure she’s watching as I suck.
“You taste sweet too,” I tell her and smile wide when she blushes that much harder.
“How did that feel, Chloe Rose?” I breathe against the shell of her ear before nipping her lobe. Pride and the heat of my own orgasm roll through my chest.
“Bastian,” she whispers my name as sleep finally claims her. Her body’s still trembling next to mine.
“Answer the question,” I say before getting up to wash my hands and get her a washcloth, but she shakes her head slightly before I leave the room, ignoring my question as she passes out in my bed.





CHLOE
It’s amazing what a good night of sleep can do to a person. And a good fuck for that matter.
Sebastian was right, I was just tired and needed to sleep. It all feels so stupid now, even though the uneasiness still lingers whenever I hear whispers about the recent murders.
I can still feel Sebastian inside of me. Even as Marc, my boss, gave me a ridiculous lecture about how many sick days I have left, all I could think about was how Sebastian touched me last night.
Not just touched me. There isn’t a suitable word for what he did to me. How he dragged the pleasure from me in a way I didn’t know could exist.
And that was just foreplay.
The memory of how his lips felt, how his hard body felt, how his hard cock felt…
My nipples harden as a shudder rolls through my body at the thought of tonight. Sebastian is handsome, classically so with a darkness that hints at danger, but last night, everything about him resembled a sex god. The way the dim light caressed his stubble, the way his lips seemed to pout and then glisten when he licked them. And his eyes swirled with a desire I imagine could never be tamed. It’s more than just lust though. The more I’m around Sebastian, the more I let myself believe there’s something more between us.
The click of the air conditioner in the office brings my gaze up to it and then to Angie, sitting in the desk chair cross-legged and on her phone. While I’m on the floor with six piles of paper as I try to organize these documents alphabetically by last name.
“Oh, my God,” Ang drags out the last word as she throws her head back and stares at the ceiling in exasperation. “Can it just be five already?” She drops her gaze to me and I have to crack a smile.
“Hard day?” I taunt her, knowing she didn’t do shit. We had four clients come in today. So, she checked in four people. And that’s all she’s done. For eight hours.
I sit upright, stretching my back. “We could switch on Monday?” I offer her, and she tilts her head.
“I don’t know why you even agreed to that shit,” she tells me while making a circle with her pointer finger to encompass the papers on the floor, right before going back to her phone.
Agreed? It’s my job. I bite my inner cheek to keep from responding. I need my paycheck. I need to add it to my meager savings.
The thought of why I’m so desperate to save up makes my heart squeeze in my chest.
It’s so I can leave and get out of here. But things have changed. That would mean leaving Sebastian and whatever it is that we have going on now.
It’s odd to feel so much, so quickly. To feel that raw loss at the thought of one day getting out of here. I’m so used to feeling lonely that it didn’t take much for me to feel some sort of attachment to him. Although that feeling has come and gone for years and yet every time, I know there’s something between us I’d never have with anyone else.
It only took that single kiss years ago to know that.
“I say we just get out of here,” Angie suggests, interrupting my thoughts.
I shrug at her suggestion. “Marc won’t notice, that’s for sure.”
I’m not leaving this city any time soon. And whatever I have with Sebastian will more than likely be short-lived. I’m still shocked it’s happening at all.
I’ll be counting the days until it ends.
Even knowing that, so confidently certain it will end, I’m still going to give myself to him tonight. I didn’t question it for a moment.
I was always his to take. And that’s exactly what I want. For him to be my first.
My breathing comes out shaky as I realize the clock is ticking down to that moment and I still haven’t decided if I’m going to tell him or not.
“Okay, let’s just get out of here.” Angie hops down from her seat, letting it roll backward and carelessly slam into her desk as she slips her ridiculously high heels back on.
“Why do you even work here?” I feel the sarcastic question slip out before I can stop myself. I feel like half a bitch, but with the nerves of what I’m going to do tonight, I’m not as careful with my words as I should be.
Angie pauses for a second and then laughs, loud and unrestrained. She shrugs, slipping on the first heel and then the second. “The perv wanted to hire me,” she says and looks up at me as she continues, “and I had to pay my rent.”
One point for honesty, I suppose. “Fair enough.” I can’t argue with that. Pushing on my thighs, I force myself to stand up and stack the piles, so I can get back to filing tomorrow and not lose my place. As I’m setting a generic glass paperweight on the stack, Angie asks me if I want a ride.
My heart does a somersault, the weirdest movement as the jitters set through me. It’s been like this on and off all day.
I’m going to go to Sebastian.
Sebastian Black is going to fuck me tonight. All the anxiety and nerves mix in the pit of my stomach. Maybe if I keep telling myself it’s just sex, my heart will start believing it.
“I’m good; I’m going to walk.” I think I do a good job at keeping the nerves out of my voice, but I have to stare at the stack instead of looking at her.
I can feel her eyes on me though, and when I peek up, looking as innocently as I can at the only woman I’ve ever met who owns her sexuality like she does, she asks, “You sure?”
That little place between her eyebrows is scrunched and I’m sure she can tell something’s off, but I’m not telling her shit. Not. One. Word. I don’t want advice; I don’t want to hear stories. Worse, I don’t want her to tell me the list of women he’s screwed. She has a habit of doing that whenever a man’s name comes up. She’s a walking encyclopedia of all things sexual and provocative.
“Yeah, I’m good,” I tell her nonchalantly, and her expression tells me that she isn’t buying any of it, but she doesn’t ask again. She grips the doorway once, looking between the pile of papers I refuse to take my eyes from and then back up to my face.
“See you tomorrow then?” she asks and then adds, “You’re not going to take another mini vacay, right?”
The smile she gets from me is genuine. “Your concern is adorable,” I tell her and roll my eyes before adding, “but no, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“All right, sweet cheeks,” she says while tapping the doorway, “See you in the morning.”
“Have a good night, Buttercup,” I tell her and then scrunch my nose at Buttercup. I could have come up with something better, but the more I let it sit, the more I like it.
I listen to her heels as she walks out and then immediately grab my bag and head out the back, rather than the front. The stairwell is all concrete steps down the back, which is why no one ever leaves this way, but it heads to the north part of the city, where the butcher shop is.
My fingers feel sweaty as I pull my purse onto my shoulder, the nerves kicking into high gear.
Every step I get closer to him, I get more nervous about each detail.
I don’t have sexy lingerie, but I can wait for him naked.
I didn’t pack all of my makeup yesterday when he brought me back to his place, only my mascara, so that’s all I have to work with.
I have to clear my throat to get the knot out of it as I get closer. I know he’s working, and he told me to come to him when I was done, so I am.
Part of me recognizes how… docile I’m being. The only thing that keeps me moving forward and only mildly second-guessing all of this, is how easy Bastian is making it for me. He’s not giving me hard glares until I look away. He isn’t pretending I don’t exist. He isn’t ignoring me.
Something changed and I don’t know what, but he still makes me feel safe. He always has. I may be crazy in other ways. But I know what I’ve felt for Sebastian for years has merit. There’s something real between us, and that’s not a white lie. And I wish one of us would have the courage to say it out loud because deep down I know that neither of us can deny it.
   
I DON’T KNOW if they’ll let me stay here now that my uncle’s dead. He died last week and right before my eighteenth birthday. The lawyer said he willed everything to me, but with the debt he left behind, they may have to take the house from me to put into the estate.
And then I’ll have no one and nowhere to go.
Those are the thoughts that keep me up tonight even though I know school will come tomorrow. I can’t keep skipping class, so I need to sleep, but I can’t.
I’m so fucking angry. That’s what I feel most guilty about. I had one person who barely even spoke to me, but he let me stay here, and occasionally it felt like we were family. Uncle Travis was a good man, a trucker his whole life, but he didn’t much like other people. A lot of the time, I wondered if that meant me too. Being alone for so long will do that to you.
He came home two weeks ago, and we talked about what was coming after high school. Tears flood my eyes again at the thought and I angrily brush them away.
Even if he wasn’t physically here for me, or even if he never showed me much of anything other than a place to stay, I knew without a doubt last week that he loved me.
And now he’s gone. It’s not fair.
I take in a staggered breath and try to calm down as I cling to my pillow. I’ve never felt as selfish as I do now, being filled with anger when I should be mourning him.
What’s wrong with me?
Just as I think the question, I hear the floorboards creak behind me, toward the open door to the hall.
A shiver runs down my spine as my eyes open wider and then narrow. Swallowing thickly, I know it wasn’t just the chill in the air that made the old boards bend in the night. I can hear whoever it is walking closer.
It better be him, I think bitterly as I reach slowly into the nightstand. My uncle left everything to me, and that means his gun too.
“You don’t need it,” the deep voice calls out from the doorway just as my fingertips brush the cold metal. Slowly shutting the drawer, I let my eyes close and try to calm the adrenaline racing through my body.
“Why are you here?” I ask him without turning to face him. My chest aches with a pain I can’t describe. Sebastian used to come all the time at night when I first moved in here.
“It’s been a while,” I tell him and hate the nostalgia in my tone.
He’s quiet; he always is.
He kissed me, he followed me, and then he left me alone.
“I’m fine,” I tell him and then turn in bed, slowly bringing myself up to sit cross-legged under the covers. “As fine as I can be.” Years ago, when he’d come, he wouldn’t leave until he believed me when I said those words.
And I loved him for it. Truly and deeply, I loved him for it. If it had been anyone else, I’d have been terrified, angry and a mix of everything hateful, but it’s not just anyone. It’s Sebastian.
Tears cloud my vision of his dark shadowy frame in the doorway.
“You don’t look fine.”
“Well gee,” I say sarcastically, bitterly even as I wipe my eyes. “So kind of you to point out the obvious.” It’s been years since he’s visited me and I’m not the same person I was back then. I’ve stopped praying for him to come and wishing he’d slip into bed with me and hold me.
I don’t want to be held by anyone anymore. Even as I think it, I know it’s not true.
“Just go,” I tell him and then lie down, turning my back to him and pulling the covers up closer to my face so I can use the soft bedding to wipe at my eyes. “You’re good at leaving,” I add and hate myself for even bothering to speak with him when he merely chuckles. It’s a deep low rumble that fills the bedroom and sends a shiver of want across my skin, igniting something I thought was long forgotten. It seems the hate I have for him leaving me, ignoring me day in and day out isn’t enough to drown out the desire to be held by him after all.
“Someone told me you might be leaving.”
“Who said that?” I barely speak the question. My heart does a stupid pitter-patter at the thought of leaving him. My heart is stupid. I listen as he walks into the bedroom. He stops somewhere far from the bed, but I don’t know where and I don’t turn to look at him.
“Are you leaving?” he asks me.
“I hope not,” I answer him, and the truth of that answer makes me close my eyes tightly. I couldn’t wait to get out of here, but I need a place to stay. Everyone needs a home, somewhere they can run to.
“Is it money? Or are you moving somewhere else to be with other family?” he asks me.
“There is no other family,” I admit, feeling lonelier by the second.
“So, it’s money?”
Time ticks by slowly until I answer him, “Yeah.”
He’s quiet and doesn’t say anything for a long time. So long, I think maybe he’s left me until he says, “It’ll be okay. Go to sleep, Chloe Rose.”

I REMEMBER THINKING how much I wish I didn’t want him to be here as I drifted to sleep, feeling his eyes on me. But I did. I had no one. And of everyone in this place, he was the only one I wanted. So, if that was the way I could have him, I’d take it.
I don’t know if he heard me later that night when I woke up and started to cry out of nowhere. I confessed how much I missed him and how lonely I was as I wiped the tears away, still huddled in my spot, gripping the pillow. Or maybe that part was a dream. It’s hard to know anymore.





SEBASTIAN
“Well, you only have one more year,” I tell Carter.
“I don’t have time for it,” he answers me as he bounces the old tennis ball against the worn brick of the building.
“You don’t have time for school?” I ask him in a tone that’s as filled with disbelief as my expression is. “Remind me again, where is it that you make your money?”
Carter’s being a dipshit. “You don’t need to start working for Romano. You need to graduate, and you can make that extra cash from the schoolyard.”
He’s a dealer at Crescent Hills High, only pot but he makes some good cash since he’s the only one with good shit in this area. The only other dealers are past Walnut Street and the highway that runs behind it, but those are claimed territories, one of them being Romano’s.
“Romano’s never going to hire you anyway since you’re Irish.”
I feel like a prick reminding him that he’ll never be trusted, but it’s for his own damn good. He should be focused on finishing school and then he can figure out a way to go down south and make some good cash at the fishery on the docks or some other shit. Something better than this.
“You don’t get it.” His voice is tight and his teeth are clenched. “We have bills.”
He throws the ball harder at the wall and catches it after it ricochets with a force that sounds like it hurt. “You forget there’s more than one person I have to look after.”
It fucking hurts every time he brings it up. To me, he’s my kid brother. To him, he’s the older brother taking care of his family. A family I’m not a part of.
“It’s good money,” I remind him. “Both the fishery and the pot. Romano’s not going to pay you shit.”
I’m still shaking my head when he looks back at me. “Because I’m fucking Irish?”
“Because he doesn’t have a need for you.” I’m blunt and harsh and my stomach twists. There’s no room for him in Romano’s territory, but even if there was, I’d lie. He doesn’t have the stomach for this shit. He should be better than me. He is better than me. I get paid to fuck up people who owe money to the wrong guys, assholes who think they can steal from establishments who pay for protection. I get paid to be a villain, a thug, and a version of myself I hate. It used to help with the anger; it made me feel like there was a purpose to it all. But that’s bullshit. I fucking hate who I am, and I don’t want this life for him. I don’t want it for anyone.
It’s quiet other than the thud of the ball hitting the brick as he considers everything.
“It’s just one more year, Carter.”
“A lot can change in a year.” His voice is muted, low and defeated. I know he wants a change because of his mom, but I can’t help him there. I can’t keep her from dying. The rubble beneath my feet kicks up as I walk to the cement steps and face the parking lot.
“Is that Chloe?” Carter asks me, and I have to get up to look down the street.
Just the sight of her pulls my lips up into an asymmetric grin. “Yeah, that’s her.”
“So much for picking her up,” he tells me with a glint in his eyes. I check my watch and see she’s early, then peek back up at her.
With her jeans hugging her curves, I watch as she walks up the street, not taking my eyes off her.
“Real quick,” Carter tries to get my attention, so I give him a short hum of an answer to let him know I heard him, but I refuse to look away from her as she walks to me.
“Can you come with me to give my dad that money?” His question is enough to break the stare I have on her. He adds, “Tomorrow night?”
“Yeah, of course,” I answer him with a shrug like it’s no big deal. His mom’s bills are adding up, so I’m loaning him some cash to keep them afloat. But the last time I did that, Carter’s dad laid into him, thinking he stole it and wanting to know from where.
It’s not really a loan, as I never want to be paid back, but Carter insists I call it that. For only being sixteen with not much to be proud of, he’s a proud kid.
“How is she doing with everything?” Carter asks to change the subject. I know that’s why he did it. “Is she still freaking out?”
My gaze is brought back to her as he asks. Nice timing on his part, as she’s just walking up the parking lot.
“She slept at my place last night,” I tell him. She slept easily and deep like she hadn’t slept in years, waking up with a yawn and a stretch that was so relaxed and at ease. Although the second she saw me, she blushed violently and tried to hide under the covers. “Good morning,” were the first words she greeted me with as she covered her mouth and hid under the sheets.
Carter’s chuckle cuts off any thoughts of sharing particulars. “So that’s how you deal with it,” he says and nods his head in approval with a wide grin.
If I had that ball in my hands, I’d throw it at him. But damn if the pride in my chest won’t go away at him thinking I fucked her worries away.
“Hey.” Chloe gives a hello while she’s still a good ten feet away, walking through the parking lot and to the back behind the shop where we’re standing.
Thump, Carter tosses the ball at the wall, but I don’t break my gaze from her. She’s already blushing. Her skin is so beautiful like that, with that rosy tinge creeping up her cheeks and growing hotter every second I keep my eyes on her.
“I don’t get a hello?” Carter asks jokingly, and for the first time since she’s walked up here, her attention goes to him.
“What makes you think I wasn’t waiting for you to say hello first?” she asks him, quipping back without missing a beat and with the trace of a friendly smile on her lips. I can see she’s a little tense; it’s the way she is around people. Tense at first, quiet too, but if she wants, Chloe opens up easily and what’s inside is raw and beautiful.
Carter grins back at her as he says, “Hello.” He pronounces the word carefully, enunciating each syllable and it makes her laugh although that shyness is still there.
“Are you working here too?” she asks him and the hair raise on the back of my neck. Everyone here works for Romano, but Carter needs something better than this. I keep my thoughts to myself and wait for him to reply.
“Still in school,” he answers and she’s quick to add, “I always forget you’re younger than us.”
It’s odd how she says it. Like she knows him or maybe she’s just paired us together like other people have.
“Were your ears burning?” Carter asks her with his brow raised. “We were just talking about you.”
Chloe hums a small laugh with her lips closed tight although she can’t hide her smile. “I hope good things,” she adds after a moment of the two of us staring at her and waiting for her reply.
“Mostly,” Carter jokes with her, but I can tell he makes her nervous by the way her smile slips.
“Yeah,” she says honestly. “I kind of figured you might be…” her voice trails off and she offers me a small smile although I can see how nervous she is. She picks at the hem of her shirt while she talks. “I might have been talking about you too,” she tells me, biting down on her lip after and looking me up and down.
“Is that right?” I ask her and she’s quick to shake her head. “No, I’m just playing.”
Carter barks out a laugh while I stand there looking like an asshole.
“I didn’t give you anything good to talk about?” I joke with her, but she just clears her throat, slowly letting those walls come back up.
She didn’t talk about me because she has no one to talk to. I feel like a prick when the realization hits me.
“I’ll make that up to you tonight then,” I add before she has to say anything. Her cheeks must be on fire to be that red.
I let my hand travel to the small of her back to lead her away and I nod a goodbye to Carter. He’s waiting for the bus to go to the hospital, but it’ll be here in minutes. It’s almost 5:15.
“See you later, Carter,” Chloe says sweetly, giving him a small wave as I walk her to my car.
I open the door for her, but before she can slip in, I wrap my hand around her hip and bring her closer to me. I have one hand on the door, with the other on her hip and her stance mirrors mine. It’s as if she’s waiting for what my next move will be, so she can determine hers.
Her lips are parted and her eyes dart between my gaze and where Carter’s standing behind me.
All I wanted was to give her a small kiss. So, I do, just a short one on her lips. Pressing my mouth to hers and making sure to run the tip of my nose over hers. The cops already know; people are already talking. Might as well give them a show.
That shy smile I love plays on her lips and she can barely look me in the eyes.
“You nervous?” I whisper against her cheek before pulling away. Her wide eyes stay on mine as she settles into the seat and answers honestly in a single breath, “Yeah.”





CHLOE
M y heart’s being stupid. It keeps fluttering and flipping all sorts of ways like it’s trying to escape or run away. I try to swallow again, but I can’t. Instead, I snuggle closer to Sebastian on the sofa, although every inch of his side is covered with mine right now.
It’s just sex.
I keep reminding myself. Every time the nerves work their way up from my heart to my brain, I have to remind myself. It’s just sex.
Not just that, but every part of me feels like it was supposed to be this way. Like Sebastian was meant to have me. Even the little bits of me hidden away in the pages of my books, all the way down to the marrow in my bones; it was supposed to happen like this.
I haven’t told him, although I almost did earlier. We were sitting on the sofa, but not cuddling like this, sitting cross-legged, and eating Chinese food from the cartons. He’s been good at keeping the conversation going and giving me those cocky smiles. I think he’s drawing it out on purpose.
First dinner and now a movie, although it’s almost over.
And thus, my heart is doing that stupid thing knowing the movie will be over soon. I swallow it all down as best I can and nestle my head into Sebastian’s chest.
“You comfortable?” he asks me although it sounds like he’s picking on me. I only hum a response.
“You can’t go to sleep,” he tells me, and instantly my eyelids fall shut just to fuck with him. He shrugs his shoulder and I give him a look.
“Stop moving,” I complain in as flirtatious of a voice as I can and feel pride rise when he rewards me with that charming smile of his that drives me wild.
He smells like fresh woods, the kind you want to get lost in; his body is hard and dominating. Every piece of him chiseled like Adonis. I splay my hand on his chest and revel in the fact that he’s letting me.
Back in school, I thought that he was avoiding me because he was older. At least at first. Then when I realized who he was and why everyone else avoided him, I wondered how a boy like him could be interested in a girl like me. The more he avoided me, the stupider I felt.
When the only piece of reality you crave is revealed to be all in your head, it does something awful to you.
“I like you coming to me after work, but I could have picked you up.” Sebastian starts up a conversation as the credits to the comedy scroll on the screen. If someone asked me to repeat a line from what we just watched, I’d come up with nothing. All I’m thinking about is how Sebastian is going to fuck me.
I’ve masturbated but I don’t know if I have a hymen or not. I’ve used a few toys I’ve read about in books although I don’t often feel the need to do that. Not unless I read a steamier romance. Or one where the hero reminds me of Sebastian.
“I wanted to leave work early. It was a short walk.” I answer him with a shrug and try to keep my train of thought on the fact that he hasn’t made a move yet. He hasn’t done anything other than to put his arm around my shoulder and pull me to close to him under the covers on the sofa.
“You sure like to walk everywhere,” he remarks like he doesn’t like it.
“I don’t mind it.” It’s one of the things that took me a long time to do alone. I don’t know if it’s because I was old enough to understand what happened to my mother, or if I was always afraid of walking alone, but learning to accept the fear and proving it wrong is one way to cope. “Sometimes it’s nice,” I add, swallowing down the memories that beg to ruin this moment.
Sebastian shifts on the sofa and it dips, making me fall slightly.
“You ready for bed?” he asks me, pulling me back up by my waist and shifting me into his lap. His warm breath tickles my shoulder as he kisses me for the first time since we came back to his place. Right on the crook of my neck, sending shivers down my body and hardening my nipples.
My body feels alive with need. Every nerve ending is waiting to go off and sitting on an edge that feels so close.
With both of my eyes closed, I hum a response. “I was wondering what was taking you so long,” I tell him as he stands, leaving me with the chill of his immediate absence and forcing me to open my eyes.
He offers me a hand and I take it to stand but he only smirks at me, not giving me any words in the least.
Cue my stupid heart.
It’s just sex.
That ball of nerves threatens to suffocate me as I walk in time with Sebastian to the bedroom. He doesn’t waste any time stripping down to nothing. So, I follow suit. First my shirt and then my pants, but by the time I’m left in my bra and underwear, he’s already naked and stroking his erection.
Oh, my God.
My pussy heats and clenches around nothing. Fire blazes inside of me. I can’t take my stare away from him as he strokes himself.
He’s cocky as he asks me, “Need a hand?”
A voice inside of me begs me to tell him I haven’t done this before, but instead, I meet his gaze steadily and unhook my bra, letting it fall carelessly to the floor. Then I easily step out of my thong, even though I know he’s let his own gaze wander to my body.
He doesn’t say anything. No comment on my body at all as I walk to the bed and get under the covers. It’s dark in his bedroom, but there’s enough light enough to see. There’s hardly any light from the windows with the curtains drawn even though there are streetlights close by. And he left the hall light on, which he didn’t do yesterday, so that had to be on purpose. So, he could see.
Adrenaline races through my veins as the bed groans with his weight and dips.
Still, I feel like he can see everything. Even as I’m hiding under the covers.
“No covers,” he says with a playfulness I wasn’t expecting. “I get to have you my way tonight, Chloe Rose,” he teases me.
“I’m cold.” The excuse slips easily from my lips as my heart pounds furiously in my chest.
His lips find mine in a slow, languid kiss. His hot tongue dips into my mouth as he pulls back the covers.
Suddenly, I actually am cold. In every place, he isn’t touching me, and I feel like I’ll freeze to death if his hands don’t find every inch of my body right this second.
He breaks the kiss, towering over me and climbing on top of me to tell me, “I’ll warm you up.” I expect another kiss, but his lips fall to the dip below my collar. One kiss there, then one an inch below. I can’t breathe.
Goosebumps flow down my arms and the heat burrows itself in the pit of my stomach.
“I’m hot,” I moan out into the air and then my eyes open wide, realizing what I said. Sebastian could tease me, taunt me for being hot and cold, but all he does is kiss lower and lower, fueling the fire that licks over my body.
By the time his stubble is tickling my inner thighs, my hands are on his shoulders, my blunt nails digging into his skin. I’m at war with myself, not knowing if I want to push him down that last inch or push him away for fear of being inadequate.
A single languid lick from my entrance to my clit has my back bowing.
Sebastian chuckles and the vibrations nearly send me over. My cheeks are hot with embarrassment, but the threat of pushing me over so soon is looming larger and more aggressively than anything else I could feel.
His tongue flicks my clit and again I buck my hips, but his hands are already there, pushing me down and keeping me in place. Panting, I struggle to breathe and to know where to put my hands. So, I grab the sheets and fist them as he sucks my clit and massages it with his tongue.
My toes curl and a strangled sound is forced from me. With my eyes closed, I don’t see him, but I feel all of him. He shoves his fingers inside of me and a pool of desire ignites in my core when he does it, forcing my back to arch and sending waves of heat through my body that feel uncontained.
With his mouth on my clit and his fingers inside me, I scream out his name from the pleasure that rolls through me. I push myself into his face shamelessly.
He finger fucks me brutally and doesn’t let up on either ministration until I’m biting down on my lip hard enough to hurt and cumming on his hand.
The paralyzing pleasure rolls through me in waves like a vengeful tide, taking from me ruthlessly. I can’t breathe or even move as he leaves kisses along my curves and guides the head of his dick to my entrance.
The battering ram in my chest is at it again and I force my head to turn, to look him in the eyes and nearly tell him.
But his eyes are filled with shades of blue so bright, so filled with the frenzy of passion, that even if I could stop him at this moment, I wouldn’t. I won’t take this from him. He was meant to have me. And this is how he wanted me.
“I want to feel you,” he says, and his plea is a deep rumble of desire. He nudges the tip of his nose against mine. “No condom?” he asks.
No words come to me, so I simply nod my head and kiss him, eager to feel him too.
His large body is hot against mine and I shut my eyes as I’m inundated with emotion as he hovers over me, but without my eyes on him, he growls. It sounds like a growl. Deep and low in his chest, primal and threatening.
My eyes whip back to him and he crashes his lips to mine. With a gasp, I open for him and he uses that moment to spread my legs wider, nestling his hips between my legs and pushing himself inside of me just slightly.
I’m overwhelmed. Unable to come back from the high of my pleasure, from the high of knowing Sebastian wants me, and from the all-consuming kiss that he devours me with, I’m completely at his mercy.
I brace myself, ready for him to shove himself inside of me in one swift stroke. For him to tear through me and take me how I’ve always wanted him to, but as his heart slams against his chest and in tandem with mine, he pulls away from our kiss and nudges the tip of his nose against mine once again. My lashes flutter open and I stare into his gaze as he slowly pushes himself into me.
His lips are parted, and they widen just slightly as he lets out a deep breath and moves deeper inside of me.
I can’t help that my lips part as well, that they form an O as he stretches me and the sharp pain of it mixes with the sweet, lingering pleasure. As he rocks out of me and then back in, he mutters with his eyes closed, “You’re so tight,” and I don’t know what to say.
I should tell him, but I don’t. I don’t want to change anything.
“Take me,” I beg him in a whispered plea and reach up to grab his shoulders while wrapping my legs around his hips.
I wasn’t prepared for him to slam inside of me. For him to lower his lips to the crook of my neck as he fills me completely and stretches me beyond what I can handle. He groans a deep masculine sound of satisfaction as he tears through me, breathing me in and taking my virginity in a single movement. The pain makes me close my eyes tightly, it makes me tense and dig my heels into his ass. I feel hot and full, and it’s too much. It hurts. Fuck, it hurts. It’s more than I can handle.
But with my teeth clenched and no words spoken, Sebastian moves out of me slowly, giving me slight relief. It only lasts for a split second before he savagely slams back into me. My eyes close tight and I bite down on my lip to keep from screaming.
Again, and again, he thrusts, each time picking up his pace and each time the pain mixes with pleasure.
Each time I think it’s too much, but every time he pulls away, no matter how briefly, it feels like a loss. I want this, I want him. I want more.
The bliss that thrills every nerve ending is caught in a vise. I can’t control how my body begs for more, but it simultaneously wants to push him away.
It hurts.
It fucking hurts.
But it feels so good, it feels like everything I’ve ever wanted.
As he picks up his pace, my head thrashes, but Sebastian’s hands stay on my hips, pushing me down and keeping me right where he wants me. His lips roam my body, sending kisses down my neck and shoulder, over my collarbone and everywhere. It feels like he’s everywhere. And it’s almost too much—almost, but it’s not. I know it’s not because my body wants to focus on how viciously he’s fucking me.
My body focuses on the intense pain and equally intense pleasure.
Tears leak from the corner of my eyes, and I struggle to breathe, but somehow, I cry out his name. “Bastian.” It’s a single strangled breath. It’s not from the pain, not all of it anyway. It’s from everything. I’m losing myself to him and it’s everything. I wish I could stop the well of emotion pouring up from me, but with every thrust, every sound, every touch from him… I can’t stop it.
My nails rake down his back as he shoves himself deep inside of me, past the brink of pain and toward something blinding, numbing yet igniting. My head falls back limply as the pleasure rips through me, tearing every bit of me apart into a million pieces.
And then he stops, and the world is motionless with the orgasm still racing through me.
“Chlo?” Sebastian’s voice is full of worry as the rough pad of his thumb wipes at the tears still falling down my face.
“Don’t stop,” I beg him but even my voice sounds pained, and he pulls himself out of me.
“Fuck, are you okay?” he asks me and reaches across me to the nightstand, turning on the bright light. I can only close my eyes as the pleasure still rages through me. The dull pain turns to a vibrant ache as I try to close my legs and involuntarily let out a pained moan as I curl over on my side.
“No, fuck,” Sebastian’s voice, full of worry and regret sends embarrassment and shame through me, and the tears come on harder and I can’t stop them. My body is confused and the emotions inside of me are welling up and I can’t stop them.
“I’m fine,” I barely manage to say as I wipe at the embarrassing tears.
“Don’t lie to me, what did I do?” He sounds angry as he tries to push my legs apart. “Fuck,” is the last word he says before climbing off the bed and running to the bathroom. As my eyes adjust to the light, I peer down my body to see bright red staining the sheets. Both of my hands cover my face with the regret, and dread overwhelms me to the point where I wish I could disappear.
“I’m sorry.” I hear Sebastian before I see him, but even as I register his words, he’s already on the bed. He rubs a damp, warm washcloth soothingly on my inner thigh to clean me up.
The shock from the concern on his expression and how carefully he’s cleaning me without worrying about the sheets keeps me from being able to speak.
He kisses my outer thigh with his eyes still open, gives me another kiss and gets closer. “I’m sorry,” he whispers against my skin. “I knew you were tight, but fuck… I didn’t mean to hurt you.” I can’t stand the look in his eyes like this was his fault. Like he has anything to be sorry for at all.
“I’m a virgin.” The words leave an awful feeling in my throat as they come up like I’m suffocating. “I was… before… I should have told you,” I whisper with my eyes closed.
And there’s nothing but silence. He doesn’t move or speak for what feels like forever. But finally, he asks, “Does it hurt?” I shake my head no as quickly as I can, refusing to cry anymore.
“You’re crying, Chlo, please don’t lie to me. I’ll never forgive myself.”
“Please, just pretend I’m not,” I try to plead with him, my eyes still closed tightly and my hands reaching up to cover my face.
“Fuck that,” he tells me, grabbing my hands and pulling them away. “Tell me the truth,” his sternly spoken words force my eyes open. Through the haze of tears, I stare into his demanding gaze. “Did I hurt you?”
I shake my head, searching for the words to explain. “It’s a mix, but the more you…” I have to pause and swallow before continuing, “the more you’re inside of me, the better…” I struggle to calm myself and my racing heart, which doesn’t seem so stupid now for wanting to escape earlier. If I could vanish now, I would.
His hand cups my jaw, his thumb running along my bottom lip before he asks me, “Would you tell me to stop if it was too much?” Before he can even finish his question, I’m shaking my head.
“I need you to,” he demands. His voice is laced with concern plus a plea I don’t expect. “I need you to tell me.” His eyes search mine, glancing over my face as he brushes the tears away. With him maneuvering himself back to where he was, my body calms and the heat lingers in my core.
“I want you,” I beg him. “Please, I need this to be--”
“I want you too.” His words calm every bit of anxiety and I reach up to kiss him, but it’s shortened as he pulls away.
“You can have me,” he whispers before giving me a chaste kiss I try to deepen, “but you need to tell me if it hurts too much.” He says the last part with his eyes closed and then opens them, piercing me with his gaze. “Don’t do that again,” he warns me. “Don’t let me hurt you.”
His words are so full of certainty and a darkness I can’t deny, so I speak immediately. “I won’t. “I’m sorry,” I quickly add and feel the weight of regret bury the embarrassment.
“I’m afraid if you never tell me, I‘ll never know.” His confession makes me repeat myself, “I’m sorry.”
“Look at me, Chlo,” he says then grabs my chin between his thumb and forefinger. Without hesitating he kisses me once, then again and a third time, silencing the doubt and regret. A kiss from Sebastian Black soothes everything. He is the healing balm to my soul. As long as he kisses me, as long as he wants my lips to brush against his, I’m safe and cherished in a way I can’t describe. Even if it’s all in my head, it’s all I need.
With his eyes closed, his forehead resting against mine, he whispers between us, “If you don’t tell me, I will hurt you. I know I will. I know it. And I don’t want to.”
I nudge him with my nose to get him to look at me. “It hurt, but it was going too regardless,” I tell him and try to make him understand. “I thought I could hide the pain and when I couldn’t, it didn’t matter anyway because it felt… like everything.” I cling to his shoulders and make him look me in the eyes. “I promise you, I want this.” I breathe once, just once, waiting for him to say anything. “I want you and I want you to have me how you want.”
“We have time for me to… to,” he swallows thickly, “Chlo, I wanted to fucking destroy you.” His words make me blush furiously. I watch the way he swallows, mesmerized by his confession as he adds, “I wanted to make sure you still felt me tomorrow, so whoever had gotten to you before me, didn’t stand a chance at being remembered as a good lay.”
“It’s okay,” I say but can barely get the words out. The idea of still feeling him inside of me tomorrow and what his intentions were does nothing but fill me with lust and make me wish I hadn’t cried. I wish I could have hidden the pain like I’ve read about before. “You can have me, however--”
“Knock it off, Chlo,” Sebastian reprimands, but he says it with a smile that calms my nerves. “I want you to remember this for other reasons. Now that I know…”
I’m hot all over and still trying to gain control of my body and my emotions when he tells me, “Don’t hide this shit from me, Chloe Rose. I’ll find out.” His command comes out more teasing than anything else as he nudges his nose against mine. He reaches between his legs, his arm brushing my clit as he does, and it makes my head fall back against the pillow.
“I’ll tell you everything,” I promise him with the sweet feeling of pleasure building. He’s stroking himself and moving back to where he was, but every small movement brushes against me too, burning hotter than before.
“Then tell me you want me.”
The rhythm of my heart skips a beat. “I want you, Sebastian.”
It races as he tells me, “Spread your legs for me.” I obey him instantly. With him guiding himself back inside of me, I try to hide the wince from the lingering, stinging pain, but he sees. “I’ll make it feel good.” His words are soothing as he pushes himself inside of me and captures my scream with his kiss.
He rocks his hips steadily, each time brushing his pubic bone to my clit and he never takes his lips from mine. So long as I can kiss him back, he keeps his pace and massages his tongue along mine in swift strokes. A warmth floods through me as the pain morphs into divine pleasure.
I gasp for breath the second he parts his lips from mine, but then immediately he seeks them again. My eyes are closed and every touch of is his gentle, save the ruthless way he fucks me.
“Harder,” I beg him while gasping for air, but instead of harder, he moves his hand between us and pushes his thumb to my clit.
Fireworks go off along my skin and deep in the pit of my stomach and lower.
With every thrust from him, I gasp. The sounds of our breathing, of him fucking me and the bed protesting, only fuel me to want more. I don’t dare rip my eyes from his gaze as I cum, feeling him cum with me. I can feel everything, the way he pulses and puts more pressure against my walls, the way he fills me.
And then when he pulls away, I feel everything. Every sensation and tingling need to curl onto my side and recover from what he’s done to me. My body’s trembling, literally shaking.
I hear him go to the bathroom, but I can’t open my eyes to see him. It feels like he’s still there. I’m swollen and the ache is still raw.
But so is this feeling that takes over every inch of me. The rolling tide of pleasure that refuses to leave.
When he comes back to the bed, I want to ask him if it’s always like that, but I don’t.
Instead, I ask him if he wants me to take off the sheets, in a voice still breathless, but he shushes me, getting in behind me and scooting me to the other side of the bed. Even with fatigue weighing me down and the overwhelming sensation of pleasure still racing through me, I want to do something for him, anything.
Theres’s a crushing need to make things right with him, to show him that it’s okay and even better than okay. And that I’m sorry. I feel so fucking sorry.
But he hushes me again and plants a kiss on the side of my jaw, wrapping his heavy arm around me and pulling me close.
“Thank you,” I whisper although I feel foolish doing it. Sebastian doesn’t say anything; he just holds me tighter. I don’t know if I’ve ruined everything and part of me starts to wonder if I have. It was intense and emotional and I’m still riding the high, but the nagging feeling that I’m alone, and that I destroyed whatever we had creeps into my thoughts.
“How did that feel, Chloe Rose?” The deep rumble of his chest accompanies his question.
It felt like he owned me. Body and soul.
“You can do that to me whenever you want,” I answer him with sweet sorrow mixing in my chest. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring, but tonight, I’ll have forever.
He arranges me so I’m nestled perfectly against his chest on my side, his hand splayed on my belly as he kisses my hair and then my shoulder. Nothing but warmth and comfort flow through me. I’ve never felt so loved. Never in my life have I felt like this. So wholly wanted and cherished. It’s the way he’s brutal, but gentle just the same. I want to believe it’s because of me, because of us. That it isn’t like this with other girls. That he isn’t treating me differently because he found out I’m a virgin. And although the doubt and worry are there, tonight it feels real.
I swear I hear him whisper, “I love you, Chloe Rose,” as my eyes become heavier. He whispered it at the back of my neck. But as quickly as I thought I heard the words, I start to think I imagined it. It’s something I’ve always wanted to hear from him, and I need to hear it now. I desperately need to hear it.
I don’t know if it’s a dream, maybe one I once had long ago and wish to remember, or if it’s real. But as I feel sleep pull me under, I hold on to those words. Deep down inside of my soul, I know they’ll keep me safe.
I only wish I had the strength to say them to him.





SEBASTIAN
How could I not have known?
I can’t get the nagging thought to go the fuck away. I was so eager to have Chloe, to ruin her, to make sure she’d remember me forever, that I didn’t stop to consider the possibility I’d be her first.
If I had known, I would have done it differently. She’d have a better memory of her first time.
I should have fucking known.
Drew dated her for a month when I was away, up north with Romano. He told me he was lying about the rumors of her sucking him off behind the school, but at the time, I wasn’t sure if he was telling me the truth or not because I was slamming his face into the cement. I thought he took her first. The day I heard what he was telling other people, I thought he’d taken her V-card.
Her only other boyfriend was Jared Santack.
They went to semi formals together and I saw him kiss her. I know they went home together that night. It was the night I came home from my first stint in jail. I remember thinking for a split second how she deserved someone like Jared, then I planned how I’d fuck up his car the next day, just because he needed to have something of his broken too.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Carter asks me from across the dining room.
My gaze shifts to him and I try to fix the pissed off look I know is on my face, but I can’t. Last night fucked me up in a way I can’t explain. I run my hand down my face and try to shrug it all off. The chair legs scratch on the floor as I get up from the table and go to the window. Carter’s family’s house is on the outskirts of the city and backs up to the woods. It’s dark and there’s not much to look at out there, but I stare outside anyway, trying to get my shit together.
My knuckles rap on the worn-out buffet table in front of the window as he asks me, “She getting to you?”
Is Chloe Rose getting to me?
She’s always gotten to me.
I don’t answer him, instead, I try to make up a lie, but it doesn’t occur to me that the lie is a truth until the words are spoken. “Being here just reminds me of family,” I tell him. My spine stiffens and a chill runs through me.
“Shit, man,” Carter tells me, “I’m sorry.” As if it’s his fault. As if he has anything at all to be sorry about.
I shake it off, hating that tonight of all nights I’m making this about me. That I can’t focus and be there for my only friend.
“How did the treatment go?” I ask him. And the look on his face instantly changes. The sympathy morphs into anguish.
He doesn’t say anything, although he tries. Instead, he looks me in the eyes and shakes his head.
My heart drops down to the pit of my stomach. “Fuck.” It’s all I can give him and then we’re both looking out the window.
“Tell me something good.”
His request catches me off guard and I consider him for a moment.
Something good. It takes me longer than it should to think of something. All thoughts lead back to Chloe Rose.
“I fucked Chlo last night,” I tell him. “I was her first.”
“Shit, really?” he asks. “She’s twenty?” I nod, waiting for him to say something else. For him to understand what it meant to me. But I don’t think he will. No one will. They don’t get it. I don’t even understand it.
Ever since I laid eyes on her, she was mine. It didn’t matter that I didn’t want anyone, because I didn’t have a choice. She was mine. Fate picked her for me, and vice versa. Last night was meant to happen. I know it.
The sound of the door opening distracts us both, drawing our attention to the front door we can’t see.
Carter grabs the edge of the buffet tighter at the sound of his dad calling out for him. “Back here,” he replies and steels himself, staring straight ahead and trying to relax his posture.
I fucking hate it. I hate how he’s scared of his own father. He tells me it’s the way it is and that it’s no different from how his father was raised, but that doesn’t make it right.
I expect his father to be drunk and angry, like the last few times I’ve seen him. He pissed himself the one night he was so hammered, we had to drag him home.
His steps get louder and then the old man is right in front of us, his hands slipping into his pockets as he leans against the doorway. “You two eat already?” he asks us and gives me a short nod before pulling out a smoke.
He lights up as we answer him. I can feel the aggression rolling off of me, my expression getting tighter, but I know that’s no good for Carter. He doesn’t want a war, he just wants to do what’s right by his mom.
Mr. Cross walks to the dining room table, sifting through the bills and puffing on his cigarette.
“How is she?” Carter asks him, and I glance between the two of them. His father’s expression falters for a split second before he changes it to something else, something stronger than the weak man who’s withering away just as his wife is.
He nods at Carter and tells him, “She had a good day.” With his lips pressed in a thin line, he tells us he’s going to bed. Carter told me the days he doesn’t drink are different, but I haven’t seen him like this in a long time. A long damn time. It’s been two years of hell, with my hate growing for this man, but seeing him sober is different.
Carter nudges me as his father starts to walk away and I reach in my back pocket for the cash. “Mr. Cross,” I call out to him and take the three steps forward to pass him the bundle. “I just wanted to help out if you’ll take it,” I offer. “I won it on a bet and I don’t need it.”
“I wish I had the decency not to,” he answers me. “This isn’t charity.”
“Call it a loan then,” I answer him quickly as he tries to give it back. Taking a step away from him, I tell him, “I don’t care either way.” He nods his head in agreement, but the old man’s eyes turn paler and glossy.
It’s quiet for a long time as I watch the man do his best not to break down in front of me, tapping the wad of cash against his palm.
“I don’t know how to tell your brothers.” He talks to Carter without looking at me, staring down at the cash before slapping it down on the dining room table. The strength he had diminishes, and his face crumples with hopelessness.
“She’s not going to be here for much longer,” he starts to cry and it fucking hurts watching a grown man lose it. “I can’t lose your mother.” He covers his face with one hand, his other bracing him on the table to keep himself upright.
“They know, Dad,” Carter tells him, although he doesn’t go to his dad, he doesn’t try to comfort him. He stands strong and his father only seems to respect the decision as he rights himself, brushing away the tears and sniffling hard to be done with it.
“They don’t know,” he says in a single breath, his face going stony. “They can’t know until it happens. Nothing can prepare you for it.”
Carter looks down and stares at his mud-covered boots; I know he wants to object.
His father’s right though. Even knowing the end is coming can’t help. Nothing can prepare you for the type of destruction death brings.
“We’ll be all right,” his father sniffs and grabs Carter’s shoulder, squeezing it and waiting for Carter to look him in the eye. “All boys,” his father says and huffs a humorless laugh although a faint smile is on his lips. He looks at me as he asks, “Can you believe that?”
I offer him a weak laugh, feeling awkward and out of place.
“Their mother wanted a little girl and instead I gave her five sons. All Irish; the Irish boys have to be tough.” He nods his head as he talks to neither of us in particular. “The men have to be tough,” he repeats and then gives his son’s shoulder one more squeeze.
“Carter will do good,” he says and then sniffles again, giving me a glance before walking toward the worn doorway. “Carter will take care of them,” he says softly.
“You’re talking like you’re already dead,” Carter comments. “You’re still here.” The tension between them changes to something else, and for the first time, I see why Carter doesn’t blame his father. He would never go against his father. It’s the fear of losing him that keeps him loyal. Between the alcohol and his hopelessness, he’s already close to losing him.
“I won’t live much longer after she goes. That’s how it works.” His father doesn’t say anything else in the awkward silence that follows and neither does Carter.
It’s only when the stairs creak with the weight of his father going to bed, that Carter says anything.
“He’s a different man when he isn’t drinking. You see it, right?” Carter asks me, his voice more hopeful than I thought it’d be. “He’s not all bad.”
I can only nod, not wanting to fight with Carter. Carter’s told me his father treats him differently from Daniel, who’s the second oldest. He’s told me some days he doesn’t even know if his father loves him. I can’t forgive a man for treating his son like that. I won’t.
“Thanks for the loan, man,” he tells me, even though I’m aware he doesn’t like that he had to take it.
“Yeah, no problem. It’s nothing,” I say and try to brush it off like it doesn’t matter. “I have to go home to Chlo.”
“Look at you,” Carter jokes and I can feel the tension leave him, grateful to move on to a different subject. “Don’t fuck it up.”
I almost joke back and tell him that I know I’m going to ruin it somehow. But it’s too close to the truth and I don’t want to speak life into the words.
It wasn’t supposed to be this way in my head, not like this.
“She has no one,” I tell Carter, just wanting him to understand her the way I do. “The worst thing I can imagine is having no one.” It’s only when the words are spoken that I realize how alone I’ve really been. I wait for Carter to say something, but his mind is elsewhere.
Maybe there is something worse though. Like having someone, but knowing you’re bound to lose them.





CHLOE
It’s weird being alone in this place without Sebastian. I’m surprised he let me stay here at all. I’d planned on sneaking out in the morning and being weird on my own rather than weird with him.
The biggest fucking lie I’ve ever told myself is that this is just sex. Last night was more than sex for me.
I woke up a few hours after I’d passed out, and I couldn’t get back to sleep. I was wide awake and so very aware of everything that happened. With his arm still around me, I wanted so badly to stay in that moment. The moment where it felt like he still wanted me.
I knew it would hurt down there, and at 4 a.m. every tiny shift in my body seemed to be connected to the ache between my legs. It still hurts now in the evening after. I knew it would. But I didn’t expect the emotional change, the emotional pain that comes with it.
Not able to sleep, and knowing I’d made a fool of myself, I thought I’d sneak out, leave him a note, and let him decide if he still wanted me. If I was worth still being around or with, or whatever it is that we have going on. I wanted to make it easy for him because I knew what I was doing, and it wasn’t fair to him not to tell him.
That was the conclusion I came to at four in the morning as I breathed in his masculine scent one last time and felt the warmth of his hard chest at my back. I closed my eyes and savored that moment, memorizing it, just in case it would be the only moment I had like that with him. Of all the things that have happened between us, that’s the one I wanted to hold on to.
Where he took from me what he needed, and I took from him what I needed.
With a deep and slow breath, I carefully crawled out of bed, taking my time and being as quiet and gentle as I could so I wouldn’t wake him. It wasn’t until my first foot hit the floor that I winced and seethed. It hurt more than I realized.
He woke up instantly, reaching behind him to turn on the lamp. He’s so fucking beautiful. It’s an odd word for a man, but it’s true. With sleep still in his eyes and his stubble longer than usual, he looked groggy but sexy as fuck. Maybe it’s the way the light hit him, or maybe it’s the hormones and lack of sleep, but I’ve never been more attracted to a man before. I don’t think I ever will be either.
“You all right?” His voice was laced with sleep and accompanied by the bed groaning as he sat up.
“Lie back down, I’m fine,” I whispered as if he was being ridiculous, although my heart pounded knowing I was trying to sneak out and failed.
I thought it through right then. He’d turn out the light and lie down, I’d go to the bathroom to clean up. After a while, when I thought he’d fallen asleep again, I’d sneak out and let him text me. I didn’t want to risk taking the time to leave a note and making it more awkward than it already was if he caught me.
I could walk to my house from here and at this time of day, no one would be up. There would be no one to bother me on the short walk home.
“You aren’t sneaking out, right?” Bastian questioned. “’Cause I want to wake up with you in the morning.” He said it so definitively, so sincerely.
If there was ever a moment where I knew I was his completely, it was then.
And that was over twelve hours ago.
Now I’m alone in his house wondering what to do with myself, other than snoop through his shit. Which has been a rather disappointing endeavor.
My phone pings as I close the last drawer in his dresser, finding nothing but a pair of his pajama pants. They’re flannel and smell like him, so I slip them on and with my baggy t-shirt, I couldn’t be more comfortable.
Sprawled out on his bed, I check my texts and bust out laughing. I’d texted Angie, Sex is better than masturbation.
And she finally responded. Tell me who, you whore!
I feel the blush rise to my cheeks, but the butterflies in my chest and belly are more prominent.
I consider telling her, but I’m not ready to share him, so instead, I tell her it has to wait till Monday. I assume the slew of texts afterward are from her, but I lie on the bed, staring up at his ceiling and wondering about how Bastian got to be the way that he is rather than answering them.
Every thought that comes only makes my heart hurt more for him.
The texts don’t stop coming and as I remember every detail I know about Bastian and the way he was in high school, they annoy me more and more.
Grabbing my phone off the bed where I tossed it, I’m ready to silence it until I see the most recent text.
Did you hear about Mr. Adler? They found him dead.
My blood runs cold and I swear I feel it all drain from my face. Angie’s still messaging me and threatening to do all sorts of stupid shit if I don’t confide in her right this second. But I couldn’t give two shits about her right now. Mr. Adler was next on the list. I feel fucking sick.
The message is from an unknown number. My fingers shake as I text the person back with the obvious question. Who is this?
Breathe, just breathe. I have to keep myself calm even as I start to shake from the adrenaline coursing through me. The fourth person on the list. Right in a row. One. Two. Three. Four. All found dead.
My phone pings and I look down to see a new text from the unknown number. All it reads is: That doesn’t answer my question.
I can’t stop trembling as I stare down at my phone.
Who else would text me? No one. No one else. The only other person who has my number is Marc because I had to give it to him.
I didn’t mean to frighten you.
Another message comes through and my heart beats faster. The front door is locked, I know it is, but still, I climb out of bed and check it. It’s hard to even swallow with my heart in my fucking throat.
Who is this? I text back and then add, I’m not frightened. It’s fine, I just hadn’t heard that Mr. Adler had died.

I ALMOST WRITE MORE. All lies though. Lies meant to deceive. Something to make it feel casual, normal even. Something that would prove I’m not terrified. But all that’s running through my mind is that the person on the other end is a killer. The killer the cops have been looking for and failing to find.
I repeat over and over that I’m not crazy, I’m not paranoid. I remind myself what Sebastian said, that I’m scared and looking for answers. Which I am. Four in a row. It’s a fucking hit list.
“Fuck,” I grip my hair and clench my teeth before calling Sebastian. My throat’s tight as I stand in the middle of the living room, vaguely aware that I’m on the brink of a panic attack.
I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.
I don’t know what to think. Other than someone has a copy of that list, or made the same list, but how?
Voicemail. It goes to voicemail. An hour ago, I felt untouchable here; now I feel like I’m in a cage, unable to go anywhere and so easily seen by anyone who could be watching.
Please call me. I text Sebastian as another text comes through.
I shouldn’t have texted you.
Who is this? I ask again, but no reply comes. Not then and not thirty minutes later when I’m huddled in a ball on the sofa, wondering if calling the cops is even an option. There’s no news at all that Jeff Adler was found dead. Not on the news online and not a hint of it on any social media.
Is he even dead? And if he is, and the person who texted me knew, but no one else…
The number is still silent an hour later when I leave a voicemail on Sebastian’s phone. I wish it wasn’t real. I wish I could blink and the messages would be gone. I would rather know I truly am crazy than to be living this nightmare. I don’t mention any of it in the voicemail to Sebastian, I just beg him to please come back or return my call. The second I hang up, I lose it.
It’s a slow spiral of a breakdown, and maybe that’s what the person wanted.
I text the unknown number again and beg them to tell me who they are. And I get nothing. For hours, I have nothing but my own fear and a random text that was designed to inflict it.
Someone wanted to hurt me.
There’s only one person I think of over and over again who could be behind this and it proves I’m insane.
It can’t be my mother, but when I dig through my purse and find the list, a list no one else knows about, I can’t think of anything other than her and the nightmares.
My mother is dead. It’s not her, I tell myself over and over, resting my cheek against the flannel fabric on my knees and rocking back and forth. It takes everything in me to calm myself down, telling myself that I’m safe here with Sebastian. Whoever it was is an asshole. Someone who overheard me at the butcher shop maybe. Someone playing a cruel trick on me.
Whoever it is can go fuck themselves.
The anger and hopeful explanation are all that keeps me together. Just barely. I’m holding on by a thread and watching the clock tick by, wondering where Sebastian is and why he hasn’t messaged me back.
For hours.





SEBASTIAN
“Where were you?” Chlo asks before the front door is even closed. Her voice is filled with accusations that make my body freeze.
Her eyes are bloodshot as she peeks up at me above her knees on the sofa. It’s not too late yet. Past dinnertime, but it’s not so late that she should be coming at me like this. Unless she knew something.
What the fuck happened? It’s all I can think. My movements are slow as I toss the keys on the table and kick off my boots, taking her in as she watches me. My heart’s hammering and I’m fucking confused. This isn’t my Chloe.
“I was with Carter, they don’t get good reception out there,” I tell her and hope she accepts it as the truth. “What’s wrong?” She can’t be mad that I left her alone all day. There’s no fucking way that’s it when I know for a fact she was going to leave me last night.
“Someone texted me,” she says in a quick breath and then closes her eyes to swallow. “I’m being stupid,” she says while shaking her head, her eyes closed tightly.
“What’d they say?” I ask her, trying to hide the adrenaline and rage that mixes in a deadly concoction. I walk carefully to her, watching as she rubs her eyes. Sitting close to her and pulling her into me, I try to calm her down so she’ll just talk to me. And she lets me, which is already a relief. “Just tell me what happened,” I say, and the words come out even and calm. Deadly calm.
“I feel like… Bastian.” Her words are choked as she buries her head in her knees, pulling away from me.
The only thing I focus on is keeping my hands on her. She’s here with me. My Chloe Rose is right here, and I’ve got her.
“Whoever it was just wanted to freak me out, but I don’t know how they know about the list unless they overheard at the butcher shop. But I didn’t say the names out loud, did I?” Her words come one after the other, stumbling over each other, but the second she’s done, she breathes in deep and rubs her eyes. “I know I didn’t.” She answers her own question before I can say anything. My blood is hot with rage, wanting to know exactly who messaged her and why the fuck they’d get in my way.
Still not looking at me, she apologizes. “I’m sorry.”
Frozen and struggling to push the command through clenched teeth, I repeat my question, “Who texted you?” If they’re fucking with her, they’re fucking with me.
“They said Jeff Adler’s dead. I don’t know who it is. I don’t…” She doesn’t finish. Instead, she shakes out her hands and grabs onto her knees, burying her head so she doesn’t have to look at me.
My blood runs cold. He’s next on the list. She knows it. I know it. Only two left.
With a deep exhalation, she finally looks up at me and she apologizes again. “I’m sorry,” she says, and her voice is soft. “I feel like I’m being crazy, but I’m scared.”
She has no idea how ridiculous those words are coming from her mouth.
“I saw,” I tell her, knowing she needs to be told enough so she thinks it’s okay. That everything is okay. “On my way back from Carter’s, there’s a bunch of people around the site. Looks like a car hit him.” Her mouth drops slowly as I give her the partial truth.
“What? No.” Her first reaction is denial and she reaches for her phone, but I take it from her, hellbent on finding the number and who it belongs to. “I looked, no one was saying anything.”
I don’t respond to her and she stays stiff at my side as I look up the number and put it in my own phone. Nothing. Reading the texts, I know who sent it. I just don’t know why and every thought that comes up makes my knuckles turn white as I try not to break the fucking phone in my hand.
Anger is a deadly thing.
“He’s dead.” Her voice shakes with fear and it’s that sound that pulls me back to her.
“It was an accident.” I’m firm with her, pulling her in closer to me. “Word gets around.” I start coming up with an explanation. “I think people know you’re freaked is all, Chlo.” I feel her eyes on me, but I can’t look down at her. If she looks into my eyes, she’ll know I’m lying.
I have to stand up and start walking to the bedroom, stripping down and making it look like I’m anything but on the brink of tearing this place apart.
“People know what?” she calls out and I hear her get off the sofa to come after me, her footsteps echoing down the hall.
I need to calm the fuck down. If for no other reason than to calm her down, so she stops thinking about it all. She can’t do anything to fuck this up.
With my jaw hard and my back stiff, I turn to her slowly, seeing her prettily framed in the doorway. I force a small smile to my lips. “It’s no one, Chlo, but it’s okay. I’d be freaked out too. Whoever it was, wasn’t thinking.”
I have to hide my shock at how well I just lied. How easy it came out. Desperation is an ugly thing.
Her distraught expression slowly fades, replaced with hesitant relief. Her lips stay parted as she lets my words sink in, slowly believing the little lies I’m feeding her.
And it fucking kills me. What I’m doing to her destroys everything in me.
“Come here,” I tell her as I tear my shirt off over my head and toss it carelessly on the floor. My three steps take up the entire space of the room as I go to her, wrapping her in my arms and kissing her temple. Her fingers wrap around my forearm and she looks up at me, eyes wide and wanting so badly to believe what I’m telling her.
“I’m sorry you got spooked, but it’s nothing. An accident.”
“Another coincidence?” she questions me, but her tone isn’t a question. My heart thrums and a chill spread over my body.
“It was an accident,” I repeat, making my tone a little harder and staring into her eyes until she believes me.
“I don’t know… that text and--“
I huff, cutting her off and staring past her. She squirms in my periphery and I’m a fucking asshole. I’m an asshole for making her think this is all in her head.
“This isn’t how I wanted tonight to go,” I say softly, thinking about last night and how easy it was to get lost in her. If I could live in that moment, I would.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbles and her warm breath flows over my skin.
Glancing down at her, I feel like the prick I am. “It’s not your fault,” I whisper in her hair and then plant a small kiss on her crown. She’s so warm in my arms, so small and fragile in so many ways. “I get it, Chlo, but I promise you it’s nothing.”
She stares deeply into my eyes for what feels like forever and I whisper against her lips, “It’s all right, just have faith in me.”
She kisses me tenderly, softly, and slowly, even though the pain and worry are still etched in her eyes.
“Come on, let me tell you a story.” My hand splays on her back as I lean out into the hallway to turn off the light and then take her to bed.
She crawls in slowly, climbing on top of the sheets before pulling them back and sitting cross-legged where she slept last night.
“My grandmom used to do this thing late at night when she’d come home from work.” I latch onto the first story I can think of, so I can occupy her thoughts with something else.
She leans forward slightly, waiting for more and eager to hear what I have to tell her. The way she looks at me with her beautiful blue eyes does something to me and I have to look away.
“Back when I was real little,” I say and swallow the lump growing in my throat, “I still remember it.”
I settle into the sheets next to her, kicking off my jeans first and flicking on the lamp to cast some light onto her face. When I get into bed, I slip off my watch and it clinks as I set it on the nightstand.
“I never met her,” Chloe Rose whispers as she lies down like I’m doing, getting closer to me, and letting me put my arm around her so she can rest her cheek on my chest. Just knowing I have her like this, knowing I can ease her fears and she trusts me… it’s everything.
“She worked real late, at least it was late for me.”
“Where’d she work?” Chlo asks as I remember how I used to wait up every night for her, but sometimes I couldn’t do it.
“At the diner past Walnut. She was a waitress up till the day she died.”
Chloe nods and her hair tickles against my chest when she does, but I love it. It brings a comfort that rolls through my chest and I reach up to let my fingers slip through her hair.
“So, I’d wait up every night I could and if I did, she always had something for me. She always had a little gift.” My words make Chloe perk up to look at me.
“Like what kind of gift?” She seems far too interested in that detail and it makes me smirk down at her with a huff of humor slipping through my lips.
That bright blush I love to see colors her expression and she finally looks like she might be getting over the text messages, thank fuck. “Sorry, I was just thinking you know how I’d like to get you something for being so nice to me,” she confesses and then lets her finger trace up my chest. “I don’t know what you like though.”
My chest rises as I shrug and say, “You don’t have to get me anything.”
“I’m fully aware that I don’t have to. That doesn’t change the fact I want to get you something.” She gives me a soft smile as she adds, “Thank you, by the way.”
“For what?”
“For this,” she tells me with that sadness and fear returning to her eyes. I can’t respond, knowing what I’m doing, but I don’t have to. She kisses my jaw and tells me, “Ignore me, keep going. I like hearing stories. Especially if they’re about you.”
“You sure you’re not going to interrupt as soon as I get going again?” I tease her and instantly feel her smile against my chest. That makes it all right. It makes it all right because she’s smiling now and that’s what matters.
“Time will tell,” is all she says, and I love it. I love all of her.
“So, my grandmom, she’d come home and put her purse down, and I’d get all excited.” I glance down at Chlo and get back to running my hand in her hair as I remember what it used to feel like. “I never slept in my room, always the living room so I could hear her when she got in.
“Every time she’d smile down at me, like me waiting up for her made her the happiest person in the world. And I really believed it too. She’d set everything down and come sit in the recliner, letting me sit on her lap and tell her everything that happened that day at school.”
It fucking hurts remembering the small pieces of it that come to me. Things I didn’t even know I remembered.
“She’d always have a candy for me. Always. Sometimes there’d be a toy too, something small. Like things you’d get in a piñata.”
Chloe hums a small acknowledgment and lifts her leg to lay over mine as she peeks up at me. I pull her in closer, loving that she’s letting me tell her this.
“I always thought that she would go get something for me before coming home, you know?” I clear my throat, remembering how some nights if I wasn’t able to stay up, I actually felt bad. She’d gone through that trouble of getting me something, and I couldn’t even stay up for her. I remember wondering if that was why mom left. Because I didn’t stay up for her.
“I was six, I think when she died. And after the funeral, everyone came back to the house.” The depth of emotions that play in the soft blues of Chloe’s eyes force me to look at the ceiling rather than at her.
“And I didn’t know any of the people. I hardly recognized my own mother, because she’d been gone for years, but this one guy, an older guy with glasses, sat down in my grandmom’s recliner. And when he did, he pulled up a Zip-loc bag, and it had all the treats in it.”
I can feel Chloe’s eyes on me, but I can’t look down at her. It’s so stupid, but I can feel tears pricking my eyes.
“Grandmom had a stash I didn’t know about. She didn’t pick one out every night. It was right there all along.” I clear my throat and tell her, “I kicked him, Chlo. I kicked him hard and grabbed the bag from him. I grabbed it so hard that it tore, and the candy and little toys fell everywhere. They weren’t his though. They were Grandmom’s. It was her stash to give to me.”
I feel the tears on my chest at the same time as I hear Chloe sniffle.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I hold her closer to me.
“It’s all right, Chlo. Just a story I remembered.” I don’t tell her the rest. How my mom beat my ass in front of everyone and made me throw away all the candy. She struck me so hard I fell to the floor. I don’t tell her how I cried uncontrollably and my mother, who I hadn’t seen in years, held my face up for everyone to see that she was punishing her brat of a child who didn’t deserve any candy. And that was why she left. That’s what she told them. That she was cursed with a bad kid.
She was so proud that everyone got to see her being the mother she never was. And the only thing I had to hold on to, was that those tears weren’t for her. They were never for her.
“Your grandmother sounds like a wonderful person.”
“She was,” I tell her and we’re both quiet for a long time.
“Hey, if you could up and leave, where would you go?” I ask her even though I can see sleep taking her already. She’s going to pass out soon and then I need to take care of some shit. I’ll be careful; I won’t wake her up.
“Anywhere that would take me,” she says playfully.
“I’m serious. What would you do?” I ask her, wondering if she’s really thought about it. If she’d really run away one day. She props herself up on her elbow, still lying on her stomach and considers me.
“I think I could be a writer. Not like a reporter… but like my books. Fiction.”
“If you could do anything at all, you’d write?” It takes me a minute to visualize it. Her bundled up on a sofa, with a mug of tea beside her, jotting down notes or typing away. I could see it. She’d be good at it.
“I feel like that’s where I belong, you know? I can kind of be a little weird in person, but when I read or write, it’s so freeing.”
“I get that,” I tell her, feeling a knot growing in my throat. “You could do it, Chlo. You know?” I ask her even though everything in me is telling me not to put those thoughts in her head. I don’t want her to run away, I don’t want her to leave me.
She gives me a weak smile that mixes with her shyness as she tucks a lock of hair behind her ear before settling back down and yawning.
“And what would you do?” she asks as she nudges me, peeking up at me to add, “If you could do anything.”
I think about her question for a long time, long after I shrug and tell her to go to bed. Long after she nuzzles up next to me and falls asleep in my arms. The only answer I can think of is if I could do anything in the world, I’d run away with her.
The only place I want to be is with her.
“Chlo,” I whisper her name not long after sleep’s taken her from me. Her brow is pinched and the sweet expression on her beautiful face has been replaced by something else. Something that lingers in the place between fear and worry. A small whimper is all I get from her as her nails dig into my arm, holding on to me for dear life. Whatever’s got her mind now isn’t what I want her thinking about.
The only thing on her mind should be thoughts of us together. It would only be fair since she’s the only thing I can think about anymore.
With one hand on her shoulder, I give her a gentle shake to wake her, hard enough to know I’ll snap her out of her sleep. “Chloe Rose.” I keep my voice gentle and soothing as her wide doe eyes peer up at me, the traces of fear still dancing in her gaze.
Her chest rises and falls with a slow and steadying breath as she looks past me, at the room and then back to my gaze. “You’re with me, Chloe Rose.” My words are meant to be soothing, but the reaction I get from her is more powerful than I could ever imagine. She pulls herself closer to me, molding every inch of her soft body to mine, kissing my neck, my collar, my chest. Her hands roam down my stomach and then she slips her hand up my chest, letting her fingers play with the small smattering of hair that trails down to my lower half.
The next time I say her name, it’s merely a stifled groan. “Chlo.” My dick is harder than it’s ever been before.
She wants me. She fucking wants me.
“Sebastian,” she whispers my name with desperation, brushing her lips against my neck again and letting her kisses trail everywhere they can.
She’s in need and so am I.
I roll her over onto her back, and she lets out a small squeal of surprise. It’s short-lived as I climb on top of her, kicking off my pants while her fingers spear through my hair and her lips hungrily find mine.
Her tongue brushes against the seam of my lips as I push my fingers inside of her. I have to pull away from the kiss, groaning deep and low in my chest from how hot and wet she is for me already.
“I need you,” she whispers and rocks her cunt against my dick.
I don’t make her wait, I push myself inside of her, getting harder from the sweet, tortured sounds she gives me in return. She’s still so tight, so fucking hot and wet too. It takes me far too long to be buried deep inside of her and when I finally am, giving her a moment to acclimate to my size, her heels dig into my ass, her nails at my back and she begs, fucking begs me, to take her hard.
I give her everything she wants. With one slam of my hips, she screams out my name. Another thrust and she’s biting her lip and muffling her cries, but her gaze stays on mine. Those beautiful hues of baby blue swirling with desire, and something else. Something deeper. Something that stirs the beast inside of me to do anything for her, give her anything she ever needs. And to make her mine.
All mine.
Rutting between her legs, I piston my hips, feeling the cold sweat spread along my skin as I hold back my need to cum.
“Bastian,” she moans my name as her pussy tightens and her back bows under me.
“Cum for me,” I command her in a voice I don’t recognize. One desperate and breathless. One that’s just for her.
And she does. She obeys me, instantly spasming on my cock. Her head falls back and her lips part as her orgasm rocks through her.
I don’t stop. The second her gaze is off mine, I fuck her harder, ruthlessly, riding through her orgasm and prolonging every bit of it that I can. Dragging it out of her.
She writhes under me and her head thrashes.
My heart beats hard against my chest, feeling hers in time with me.
She’s mine. All of her is mine. For always.
Fuck Romano; fuck this city.
I pound into her harder, wanting her to feel every emotion that’s raging through me. I’m staying with her.
Her gasp is followed with a strangled moan that fuels me to grip her hips harder, giving her every bit of me.
Nothing’s going to keep me from her.
Nothing.





CHLOE
Sebastian’s phone keeps going off. I thought it was in my dream at first.
My mother was hissing something. I still hear her words as my eyes flutter open. She said, He’s lying to you. Her voice keeps me frozen under the warm sheets as the bed dips and Sebastian sits up to grab his phone.
I’m motionless as he moves. She was right here. I can still feel her. She was here.
His voice is groggy as I try to breathe and shake off the eerie feeling that my mother still haunts me in my sleep, even if I can’t remember what the dream was.
He’s lying to you.
“Yeah, what is it?” Sebastian’s voice sounds off. The worry that lingers in his tone grabs my full attention, leaving the thoughts of my mother and whatever had come to me in my sleep where it belongs, in the past. In my unconscious.
“No, no…” He rubs his brow and turns away from me as whoever it is who’s called him talks loud enough that I can almost hear the replies on the other end. “I’m sorry,” he says with a pained voice, “Yeah, yeah. Are you okay?”
The dread grows as I watch him, how he looks so hurt sitting on the edge of the bed and listening to whoever it is on the other line.
He swallows thickly before saying goodbye and tossing the phone on his nightstand. With his head hung low, I can hear him swallow.
“Who was it?” I dare to ask in a whisper as if speaking too loudly would cause the pain he’s feeling to cut even deeper.
I scoot closer to him, but slowly as he lifts his head to answer, “Carter.”
My stomach twists into a knot, just like the one in my heart as Bastian adds, “His mom died.”
My throat is tight as the swell of sadness rises. I didn’t know her at all, but I knew the end had to be closer after she was moved into their house for hospice.
It’s devastating to lose your mother, whether you know it’s coming or not.
“So much death.” The words escape me slowly as I tally up the number of gravestones.
“I care more about him than any of those assholes.” Bastian’s tone is harsh and unforgiving. I peek over at him as he rubs the sleep from his eyes angrily, his feet on the floor while he still sits on the bed. I’ve never seen him look so tired, so ragged from everything and the pain of it all forces me to move closer to him, pushing the sheets and covers away to just hold him. I rest my cheek to his back and wrap my arms around him from behind.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper against his back and then lift myself up, so I can plant a small kiss on his neck. “I’m so sorry,” I tell him again.
I don’t know how close he was with Carter’s mom, but it doesn’t matter. He’s hurting. Lacing his fingers through mine, he kisses my inner wrist. “Are you okay?” he asks me, turning his head so he can look me in the eyes. Of all the things to ask, he wants to know if I’m all right.
His eyes are red with lack of sleep, his stubble is too long, and there are dark bags under his eyes as well. I have to slip my hand from his to cup his cheek and sit up to kiss him on his lips. A chaste, sweet kiss. My heart flutters every time I kiss him. It’s an odd feeling, like a magnetic pull to him.
I brush his lips with the pad of my thumb and whisper to him, “It’s not always about me, Bastian.” With his name on my lips, I look him in the eyes and say, “I’ll be okay.”
“You’re wrong,” he tells me, shifting to sit so he’s facing me. “It is always about you.”
His answer steals my breath, numbing me as he kisses my wrist again.
“You shouldn’t say things like that.” I can’t help but tell him as the words come to me.
His steely blue eyes catch me off guard; they pierce into me and hold me hostage as he asks, “And why is that?”
“You make me feel like I’m more to you than I am.” The words come unbidden, his simple question enough to draw the raw truth from me. I lick my lips as I blink away the haze of the spell he casts over me. Bringing my knees into my chest, I scoot away from him and wish I could take those words back.
“You’re wrong again,” he tells me, and I feel foolish.
“I know I’m an easy lay,” I tell him dully, feeling my heart squeeze in my chest. I would let him have me whenever he wanted.
“I didn't say you were. I don't do this; I don’t sleep around. I don't have girls stay over, so we're even there. So, whatever you’re thinking right now, stop it.”
Guilt rises inside of me and makes me feel sick to my stomach. This is not the time, nor the place. I can feel his gaze on me, I know he’s waiting for me to simply agree and so I swallow the spiked knot and nod, but I can’t look him in the eyes.
“You know you mean more to me than that. You’re more than that.” His conviction is unmistakable, but I don’t know that. I only know what he’s told me, which is nothing.
He never tells me anything and I let him into my life because that’s where I want him. It’s as simple as that.
Taking a steadying breath, I turn to him.
“Tell me you know that,” he commands me, and my eyes are drawn to his throat as he swallows. “Tell me you know you’re more than just a lay for me.”
“I do,” I tell him. Things have always been more between us, but why? I don’t know. And tomorrow holds no promises for me.
“I want to have someone, Bastian,” I confess to him. “Even if I may lose them one day. I don’t want to be alone anymore.” I don’t know where the words come from. Maybe it’s the fatigue that still lingers. The sadness from hearing of Carter’s mom passing. Or maybe it’s because I feel a crack in Sebastian’s armor, he’s giving me a way in to tell him exactly how I feel.
It’s too quiet as I stare straight ahead at nothing in particular, rather than at Sebastian.
He cups the side of my face and forces me to look at him. His touch is hot and his gaze even hotter as he tells me, “Then let me be that someone.”
My heart beats in slow motion.
“What am I to you?” I whisper. Because deep in my soul, I already know Sebastian is that person for me. What I don’t know is whether or not I’m that person for him.
“You were just the sad girl who looked at me like you couldn’t wait to run from me. So, I refused to chase you, Chloe. Now that I have you, I’m begging you, don’t run from me.”
I love you is on the tip of my tongue, but the strength to let the words be heard is nowhere to be found.
“People know you’re with me now, anyway,” he tells me when I don’t say anything. “There’s nowhere to run.”
“I want to run away from here. I don’t know that I can stay here, Bastian.” I don’t know why that’s what comes out of me, but it’s all I can say.
His answer is simple and unexpected. “When you figure out where, tell me.”
His hand falls from my cheek and he gets off the bed, making my body sway where it is. My gaze drifts to him, watching him stand at the dresser and open a drawer, and then to the faint light of early morning filtering in through the window.
“Where are you going?” I ask him and then add, “To Carter’s?” He only nods solemnly. Of course, he’d want to be with him. I’m sure Carter needs him there too.
“Do you want me to go with you?” I offer. I’d do anything for him.
“You keep looking for a way to run from me, Chloe Rose,” he says and although he isn’t facing me as he slips on a white cotton t-shirt, I can hear the smile that must be gracing his lips, “but I need you this time. You’re not allowed to leave now.”
“So, that’s a yes?” I push him for more, feeling a warmth spread through my body and cloaking the sadness still buried within.
“It’s a, ‘you should have known you’re coming with me.’”





SEBASTIAN
I knew it was coming. We all did. But we’re dying every day, coming closer to the end of our time here on earth, and it’s never easy to accept.
It’s been four days since she passed. And four days of Carter not calling. I keep texting him, but he just gives me one-word answers. His dad was right, nothing can prepare you; I didn’t think Carter would push me away though, not when he needs someone there for him. Even if it’s just to sit around and do nothing, I don’t care what, I just want to be there for him.
But he has his brothers.
Let me know when I can come over, I text him. And it takes a few minutes with only the sound of the paper bags rustling from Chlo getting the Chinese food out before Carter replies that he will.
I think he’s lying though. I don’t think he’s going to ask for help or for anyone to come around. He’s not okay.
“You should go to him,” Chloe speaks up, dishing out the lo mein on both of the paper plates with the white plastic forks they threw in the bag. “I think he’d like that,” she adds. She’s on her knees in front of the coffee table in nothing but a shirt of mine.
Tossing my phone on the sofa, I get down on the floor with her. It’s awkward and I have to push the coffee table away a foot, so I can fit between it and the sofa.
The sound of her small laugh soothes a piece of me that’s hurting for Carter. I peer up at her with a smirk on my lips. “Not everyone’s a tiny little thing like you,” I tell her and watch that soft blush creep up in her cheeks.
“I love making you smile,” I say and it only makes her blush harder. She bites down on her lip, reaching for another carton. She dishes out the General Tso’s quietly until both plates have more than enough on them.
“I love it when you make me smile too,” she says sheepishly, sitting back on her heels. “But seriously,” she tells me, “I think he’d be happy if you stopped by.”
“Yeah,” I agree with her, remembering how she was at Carter’s house and then at the funeral. She was quiet and polite, but the moment someone was ready to break down, she was right there. For Carter, but for Daniel too, his younger brother. All she wanted to do was be there to take away the pain as much as she could.
I love her for it.
I love her for being her.
She peeks up at me as the thought occurs to me, but she quickly looks away and repositions herself. She’s barely eating, just pushing the food around on her plate.
“What’s wrong?” I ask her, a nagging feeling inside of me that what we have is going to go away. It’s all going to slip through my fingers and I’m going to lose her.
She clears her throat and glances at me, her gaze shifting between the untouched plate and then back to me. I have to put my fork down and push the plate away to face her. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I think I love you.” Her answer is immediate, although each word feels hesitant like it was afraid to be spoken. “I think I’m weird and needy… and that I have problems,” she says then swallows thickly, and the blush that was on her face turns a darker shade of red before she looks up at me again with those blue eyes shining with vulnerability. “But I think I love you, and I don’t know if… if it’s okay that I tell you.” She bites down on her bottom lip and then nods once like she’s said her piece. “But I wanted to tell you,” she adds quickly before I can answer her.
She’ll never know how she breaks something inside of me with her confession. With how genuine and sincere those words come out. I know she means it. She feels that she loves me, and she loves the part of me she knows. It shatters something deep down inside of me. The part of me that’s hiding from her sight, the part of me I hate, that part of me falls to my knees for her, praying I could atone for all my sins and be worthy of that love.
“Lie down, Chloe Rose,” I give her the command, feeling my heart slamming against my chest, begging me to tell her how I feel. I’m not ready though. I love seeing her squirm, and a part of me thinks if she knew how much she meant to me, she’d run.
She glances at me warily before setting her fork down and scooting out from between the coffee table and the sofa to lie down on her side only to ask, “On my back?”
Letting out a single huff of a laugh, I grin at her and say, “Yeah.”
With her heels on the floor and her knees bent, she lies on her back, the t-shirt riding up and she lets it, so I can see her underwear.
“Take them off,” I tell her from where I’m sitting, feeling my cock get harder for her. Pulling her hair behind her first, she obeys me. Shimmying out of her underwear and setting it next to her, she daintily readjusts so her legs are flat and I can’t see her cunt.
“Like you were before, Chloe Rose. I want to see you.”
Slowly, she picks up each of her heels, her pussy on full display, her center a dark, bright pink and glistening from arousal.
“Tell me you love me again.”
She brings her gaze to meet mine and licks her lips. “I love you,” she tells me like it’s obvious. Like it doesn’t change anything at all.
I have to practically crawl to her from where I’m sitting, but I don’t give a fuck.
I don’t need food; I don’t need sleep. I don’t need a damn thing, so long as she loves me.
With a single finger, I push on her inner knees and she instantly moves her legs farther apart for me. I trace her pussy, sending shivers through her body.
“So, does that mean you’re my girlfriend?” I ask her the question I wanted to so many years ago. If I hadn’t already been involved with Romano, heading down a path I knew she was too good for, I’d have asked her then. Shit, I’d have begged her to be mine.
The corners of her lips turn up as she smiles wide and beautifully. “Yeah,” she answers me in a single breath and I reward her by brushing the rough pad of my thumb over her swollen clit. Her sweet, soft moan makes precum leak from the slit of my cock and I can’t take it anymore.
She watches as I undress fast and recklessly, kicking the coffee table and almost spilling the food, but it doesn’t matter. None of that shit matters.
She spreads her legs farther as I climb on top of her, bracing my forearms on either side of her head and kissing her softly, gently and giving her every ounce of goodness, I have, even if it is so little.
“You still sore, Chlo?” I ask her as I push into her slick folds just enough to feel her tight cunt gripping my cock before pulling out.
With her neck arched back, her lips parted, and her eyes closed, she whimpers, “No.”
“Good,” I tell her, “’Cause tomorrow you’re going to be.” I slam into her all the way to the hilt in a swift, merciless stroke. Her sweet gasps fuel me to fuck her on the thin carpet until she doesn’t have a scream left in her.





CHLOE
“I loved coming here.” My mother’s voice is calm and sober, which is at odds with the noise of the bottles clinking and everyone talking in the bar. It sounds like everyone’s talking at once and over each other. The billiard balls collide on the break and the sound of a new game starting draws my attention briefly. The television’s on with a football game and some of the guys cheer a player on, but he the whole bar voices its dismay as he’s quickly tackled.
I recognize a few faces, one of them Carter’s dad as he orders a drink.
“That man’s going soon.” My mother’s voice catches my attention. Goosebumps flow over my skin; she’s so close to me. A thin, sickly smile is on her lips. She nods, not taking her gaze away from the far end of the bar as we sit on two stools next to each other.
I look back to the man I recognize and ask, “Mr. Cross?”
“No, no, baby girl,” my mother tsks me, “the bartender.”
Dave.
Ice flows over my skin as my mom laughs at my reaction. Fifth on the list.
The billiard balls clack noisily, and the bar carries on like nothing’s happening. Like they can’t even see us.
Sharp nails dig into my shoulder as my mom comes closer to me, whispering in my ear and making my body stiffen.
“I used to fuck him at the end of the night,” she tells me with her smile growing. “He’d clear my tab in return, although sometimes he just wanted me to suck him off like a whore.”
My words fail me and I struggle to breathe or to know what to say. It’s only a dream.
“Yeah, yeah, baby girl. But that doesn’t make it any less true,” my mom tells me before letting go and sitting upright in her seat.
I swallow the tight knot in my throat and peek up at her.
“Just because you’re dreaming doesn’t mean shit.” The smile fades and she stares at the bartender as he pours a glass of some clear liquor for Mr. Cross.
The music seems to die down, everything except my mother’s voice turning to white noise.
“At one point, I thought he loved me,” my mom tells me, staring down at the drink on the bar.
It takes me a moment to realize the smudge on the glass is blood. My gaze darts to her hand, to the broken nails and the bruises on her wrist.
My heart pounds, the anxiety and fear rising as her voice hardens and she picks up the drink. “Men don’t love, Chloe.” She sets the glass against her lips, but she doesn’t drink. Instead, she stares at the man behind the bar. She stares down the bartender who doesn’t see either of us. “Don’t you ever believe that shit.”
I grip the barstool tighter, feeling the blood draining from me as she looks me in the eyes, her own pale and lifeless. “Don’t believe him, Chloe Rose.”

I WAKE up drenched in sweat and alone. Trembling, I can hear the faint sounds of someone outside. I can’t help getting out of bed, my heart still racing as I check to see who it is.
Peeking through the blinds, it’s just two guys walking down the street. Guys I’ve seen before on the porch of a house down the street. They look like they’re on their way back from the liquor store, carrying bags full of large glass bottles. That would explain the noises I heard in my sleep.
I’m still shaking as I turn from the window and slowly walk back to the bed, my mind racing with the memory of the dream. Of the bar. Of Dave.
I reach out to Bastian’s side of the bed, but the sheets are cold.
Blinking the sleep from my eyes, I walk to the bathroom, my bare feet padding against the cold floor. The door’s partially open and it’s dark inside, but still, I push it open wide and flick on the light.
The brightness makes me wince, and I find it empty.
“Bastian?” I call out for him even though I know he’s not here. His place is empty.
Where the hell is he? The clock on the stove reads 3:46. “Where the fuck is he?” I mutter, still breathless from the fear that woke me. I’d rather focus on Bastian than on the night terror, but when I get to my phone that I’d left on the coffee table, my blood runs cold.
Dave now too. They’re going one by one.
I stare at the text message, reading it over and over.
Dave is dead.
I dreamed of it. And he’s dead. I’m so cold. I can’t feel anything but the horror I felt from the nightmare.
I don’t know how I’m still standing. The scream of fear is silent in my throat, but it’s there.
Tears prick my eyes and I can’t control the shaking. Adrenaline and the need to run kick in before I can do anything. It all happens so slowly, each level of despair falling on its own. Like dominoes. And between each blow, I reread the text.
Dave now too. They’re going one by one.
My knees collapse, and I drop the phone, pressing my hands together and begging them to stop shaking.
It was a dream. She’s not real.
It’s not real. Tell me the text isn’t real. It’s not true.
It’s just some asshole fucking with me. There’s no truth to it.
I swallow each of the thoughts, pushing my head into the carpet and trying to steady my head from spinning with the fear racing through me.
But how can it be a coincidence? It can’t. It can’t be.
It’s not real.
“Bastian,” I cry out for him like the crutch he is. The panic is slow to set in.
I know he’ll make it better. He’s a balm each and every time. He can make it go away.
But he can’t explain this. Nothing can explain this.
I reach for my phone and miss it, but then I grab it again, my nails digging into the carpet as I drag it closer to me. “Pull your shit together,” I mutter under my breath. I lift my gaze to the front door as I scroll for Sebastian’s number.
My body is hot, and tense and the fear threatens to consume me.
It’s locked. The door is locked.
Ring, ring, ring.
No answer.
I stare at the screen as if it’s lying to me. I don’t know how long I sit there on my knees, my ass on my heels as I stare at the fucking phone, hating it and hating this place and freezing. I’m so cold. I’m so fucking cold.
It was a nightmare, it’s not real.
I try again and get the same result, voicemail.
Swallowing thickly, I brave looking at the text message again.
I could ask who it is, but they won’t tell me.
I could ask for proof, but I don’t want to see.
Instead, I try Sebastian again because he’s all I have. And still, I get nothing. My heart races and the anxiety grows inside me, burning me from the inside out and nearly shoving me over the brink of insanity.
It’s okay, I tell myself as I rock on the floor. It’s okay.
It’s just a nightmare. Just a text.
Just another coincidence.
“Bastian,” I cry out for him and feel so unworthy. So unhinged.
Where is he?
He has to be with Carter, out on the edge of the city where there’s no reception. It’s my fault. I told him to go there. It’s my fault, I repeat to myself.
Finally, my body moves. I need to get dressed and go to him. I can’t stay here. I won’t do it. I need to tell him; I need to tell someone. I’m breaking down and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s real.
I’m not crazy.
A scream tears through me as the phone rings in my hand. I drop it, the vibrations feeling like fire against my skin.
It rings again, and I see it’s Sebastian.
My fingers shake as I answer it and wait for his voice.
“Chlo?” he asks, and I struggle to put what’s going on into words.
“I need you,” is all I manage. I can barely breathe.
“Chloe, it’s okay.” I hear the tone of his voice morph from curious to concerned. “What’s wrong?” he asks me.
“I had a nightmare,” I cover my mouth with my wrist, remembering my mom and her words.
“Chlo, it’s just a dream,” he tells me as tears prick my eyes.
“I dreamed about Dave and then I got a text,” I push the words out and take in a deep breath. Shaking out my other hand, and staring straight ahead at the stark white wall, I wait for him to say something that makes sense, something that will make me feel better.
“I’ll be there soon,” he tells me, and I nod my head, my throat raw with emotion.
“I’m not okay,” I tell him in strangled words.
“It’ll be all right,” is his only answer before the line goes dead. But it’s not all right. It’s not going to be all right. I wanted them all to die for having done nothing while my mother cried out for help. I wanted them to feel the pain and regret that I felt every damn day for years when I cried myself to sleep. They felt nothing, and it wasn’t fair. That was years ago though and I don’t want this. I would never ask for this now.
I’m living in my own hell.





SEBASTIAN
I hang up the call and stare at the dirt and blood on my hand that’s holding the phone.
“I need to shower at your place before I go home,” I call out to Carter who’s still leaning against his father’s beat-up truck.
My hands are numb and yet they still burn from the blisters that’ll come tomorrow. I don’t know what I’ll tell Chlo if she notices them. The shovel did a number on me and it all proved for shit.
“You hear me?” I ask him, my voice barely carrying into the early morning darkness.
“Yeah.” Carter’s answer is weak. He looks like shit. He looks like he just lost it and that makes sense. ‘Cause that’s exactly what happened.
The river babbles in the night along with the sound of the crickets. It’s all I can hear as the sun starts to peek over the horizon.
Another night with no sleep and another night with Chloe falling apart. She knows too much.
“You ready?” he asks me before pounding his fist so hard into the truck I swear he’s going to dent it. He’s losing it. He can’t hold himself together.
The dew on the grass soaks into my jeans as I walk through the tall grass to the truck.
I grab his shoulder, shaking him. “It’s over with; it’s done.” I’m firm with him even though my heart is pounding recklessly.
Carter nods his head but immediately throws up. He vomits off the side of the truck with both hands on his upper thighs. The smell is rancid, and I can’t stand to be around it.
I feel fucking sick to my stomach too. I hate this. I hate this life.
I lay a hand on his back, patting him hard once before walking away from him and climbing into the driver’s side. The truck rocks as I do, and I can’t shake the eerie feeling that I’m being fucked over.
He texted her again. I’m blocking that fucking number. He crossed a line doing that shit, and I don’t give a fuck who he is. I won’t let him get to her. My Chloe is off-limits. There’s no exception to that.
It wasn’t supposed to happen this way, but it doesn’t matter. He knows. I know he knows.
Laying my head back against the leather headrest, I wait for Carter, looking over my shoulder and watching him wipe his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. He takes it off, leaving on his t-shirt underneath and throws it into the back of the truck before getting in.
The rusty door closes with a protest, right before slamming shut with finality.
“I’m sorry,” he tells me as he looks out the window. I feel bad for him; more than anything, I feel fucking awful for the kid. I can handle Chloe. I’ll figure it out for her, but this fucked him up.
“You’re all right,” I tell him and then swallow the rest of the thought. “It’s fine.”
It’s this place. How many times have I said that recently? Crescent Hills is a living – waking – nightmare for everyone in it. Only the devil himself could live here and feel at peace.
“I have to tell Marcus he’s here, but I won’t tell anyone else, all right?” The truck rumbles as I start it up. Carter looks like he’s going to lose his shit again; he’s still shaking.
“It’s just the adrenaline,” I tell him, to try to calm him down.
He peeks up at me, the early morning light making his worn expression look that much more ragged. “I killed him,” he tells me again. I can’t count how many times he’s told me that tonight.
Nodding at him, I look in the rearview at the river where I ditched Dave’s body before putting the truck into drive.
“He was going to die anyway,” I tell Carter although I stare straight ahead at the dirt road rather than looking at him again. “His name was on the list.”





CHLOE
If Dave is dead, Andrea is next.
And then me.
There are no coincidences like this, and I can’t just wait around to be a sitting duck. I can’t ignore it any longer. I can’t pretend to be okay and walk through this life as if I’m only a ghost. It’s what I’ve done for as long as I can remember, and maybe weeks ago, I would have prayed for the end to come quickly and peacefully.
But I’m not ready to go. I don’t want to die.
I want to run away from all of this.
I want to be free of it all.
I want more than this shit life.
More than anything, I want Sebastian to come with me.
The front door to his house opens, and I don’t wait for him to speak. “There’s something wrong with me,” I tell him, feeling every inch of my throat go dry and the pit in my stomach growing heavier and heavier. I heave the words up my throat. “Someone is killing them and if you don’t believe me, that’s fine.” The last word cracks as I feel myself unraveling.
Sebastian stays by the door, completely still and watching me, watching as I transform into a lunatic in front of him. I don’t know what he thinks of all this, of how often I’m nothing but an emotional mess. The nightmares, the list. I can’t imagine what he thinks, he always brushes it aside, but I can’t do it any longer.
“I can’t pretend it’s a coincidence.”
He finally speaks, low and with a note of apprehension, “What brought this on? The text?”
My body is ice cold as I sit on the sofa, pulling my knees into my chest and refusing to look him in the eyes. “I don’t think it’s someone messing with me.” I dare to peek up at him, willing him to feel the very real fear that keeps me on the edge of sanity.
“I wish I could kill him. Whoever it is that’s fucking with you.”
It shreds me inside to hear the pain in his voice. “I’m not crazy,” I beg him to understand.
“I wrote that list, Bastian. I wrote it.” The confession is so close, it’s begging to come out and be brought to life. With each word scarring its way through my chest, I give in to the weight of it. “And my name was on that list. I wanted them dead and I wanted to die,” I tell him as the tears prick at the back of my eyes and I hold myself closer.
Tears leak down my cheek as I rest my heated face against my knee. “I don’t want to die,” I repeat the one thing I know to be true right now, even if that hasn’t always been the case.
“Shh,” Bastian shushes me, coming closer and sitting next to me on his sofa. I’ll never know how he so easily comforts me, how he doesn’t hesitate to wipe my tears away and pull me into his arms. When I’m like this, on the brink of insanity.
“I’m not crazy,” I whisper and wonder if it’s true.
He rocks me as I gasp for air and try to force the crying to stop. “It’s my fault they died,” I whisper the harsh truth and his rocking stops, but then continues. My heart races, needing him to tell me something. Anything. To tell me I’m not crazy and that he’d run away with me. That’s what I want more than anything.
“Please,” I beg him, but I don’t have the strength to voice the only thing I’ve ever wanted.
“There’s nothing on the news about Dave,” he tells me after a long moment. My head shakes, wanting him to listen to me and believe me. I don’t care what’s on the news; I know what I feel in my gut.
“I need you to believe me.” I try to convince him as I say, “I can feel it. I know it. Whoever it is, they aren’t lying.”
I’m holding him so tightly; my knuckles turn white. “I can’t go to the cops, and I can’t run from whoever it is. I feel helpless, Bastian.” I’ve felt helpless for so long and there’s only so much a person can take before it turns to hopelessness. “I don’t know what to do.” The last words are barely spoken. All that lives inside of me now is true fear.
“You need to relax,” he tells me softly, but his steely eyes aren’t cold. They hold so much sympathy that it nearly makes me break. As if there was any piece of me still whole.
“I can’t explain this without sounding crazy,” I tell him, although I can’t look him in the eyes when I say it. I wipe at my face, hating how weak I am. I would give anything to be strong. “I could wait for the night to come. I have my gun--”
“Chlo, stop it,” he warns me, his tone threatening.
“I could try to--”
“Stop it!” he yells at me, so loudly, it shakes me. My body’s trembling as I try to get a grip. I have no one and no idea when it’s coming. There’s one more person before me if Dave is really dead. That’s all I know.
“I don’t want to live here anymore.”
“Then what do you want to do?” he asks me with a hard look that would force me to be silent if it were on anyone else’s face.
“I want to run away… for good.” My body is numb as I hold my breath, waiting for him to say anything at all, but my chest squeezes with a new kind of pain when he says nothing.
“Please say something,” I beg him.
“You have no idea what lengths I would go for you. But you need to stop this, please. Don’t do this. Please, Chlo, for me.” His words are a plea that rubs salt in the sharpest and deepest wounds I have.
“You don’t understand.” I take in a quick breath and then another, feeling lightheaded as I confess, “I heard my mom screaming for help and did nothing. I did nothing.” I search his eyes for understanding, but also for the hate I felt for myself so long ago. “Whoever is killing them… if it has to do with her… they’re going to come for me.”
“Chloe, please,” he tries to silence me, to brush it off again and I push his arm away instead of accepting the comfort that comes with his touch.
“I don’t feel safe here,” I tell him while backing away. “I won’t stay here any longer.” The words themselves are both freeing and suffocating.
I’ve never belonged here; I’ve always wanted a way out.
But I’ve always belonged to Sebastian. In every way. And the idea of running, to never see him again, is the most painful thing I could ever feel.
“Please,” I beg him, not just to understand but to come with me.
“If you can’t come with me,” I try to be strong, to force the words out, but instead I turn into a blubbering fool. Covering my heated face with both of my hands, I feel the tears burn into my flesh.
“I’ll never let you leave me,” he tells me, and it only makes me cry harder. Because I don’t want him to let me go, I want him to come with me. I need him to come with me. “I don’t want to leave you.” I gasp for air and give him a singular truth in a despite whisper, “I can’t leave you.”
He pulls me in close to him, even though I’m no help at all, covering my face and ashamed of what I’ve become.
“I just need time,” he answers me and my head shakes of its own accord.
“I can’t… I can’t stay here anymore.” The last words come out strangled as tears prick my eyes. I can’t stay, but I can’t leave without him either.
I swear I could be a better person. I could be happy and sane. But not here. All I am here is a name on a list. Waiting for my death.
“I love you, Chloe. I love you.” Sebastian’s voice is soothing as he wraps both of his arms around me. I crave his touch so much that I bury my head into his chest. He whispers, “I can take you away. We can leave tomorrow.”
My body stills, my heart beating far too loud to be sure of what I heard. Please, let me have heard right. I can barely manage to swallow as I look into his steely blue eyes, praying he’s telling me the truth and not just saying what he knows I want to hear.
He kisses my hair and then brushes it away from my face as he repeats himself, “I can run away with you.”
“I love you, Bastian. I love you.” The words tumble from my lips. “Please tell me you’re telling the truth.” I interlock my fingers with his, needing to feel him and know that he means it. “I want to run away with you.”
“I love you,” he tells me, his gaze never straying from mine, “we can’t stay here. I can’t stay here anymore.”





SEBASTIAN
I did this to her.
But I wouldn’t take it back.
I wouldn’t take it back because I have her now. I’ll run away with her, as far as she wants. I’ll hold her every night and watch her fall asleep in my arms.
Always.
She’ll never be without me again.
“Is there anyone you still want to talk to?” I ask her as I figure out every detail. Every single thing that has to be done before we leave. She’s nestled in the crook of my arm in my bed, her small frame curved around my side. Her hair brushes my arm while she shakes her head. “No,” she whispers. Clearing her throat, she adds, “I just want to leave.”
I know she does. She’s always wanted to leave. Ever since the first day I met her, I knew I’d run away with her if I could.
“I want you to leave your phone,” I tell her, and she asks quickly, “Because of the person who texted about Dave?”
“Partly,” I tell her honestly, feeling the anxiety spike inside of me. I don’t want her to know the truth. I’ll never tell her all of the truth. Never. “I don’t know who it is. And I don’t like that.” I play the possessive card, although I’m sure she can see right through it. “If there’s no one you want to call, I’d rather you just leave it behind.”
She’s quiet for a moment, but instead of asking questions, she concedes. “I can leave it behind. I can leave everything behind.” I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding and stroke her hair.
“There are a few things I have to do tomorrow. I’ll run into work, come back, pack and then we leave.” Adrenaline is coursing through me, knowing this is a decision I can’t go back on. Once I leave, that’s it. There’s no coming back and I have no idea where we’ll run to.
“Just like that?” she asks with slight disbelief, peeking up at me through her lashes.
“Just like that,” I tell her and bend down to kiss her, listening to the bed groan in time with a faint siren from outside. No more streetlights drifting through the window, no more yelling down the street. No more of this city and the people in it. Wherever we go, I want it to be quiet and far, far away from here. I need somewhere we can escape to where no one will find us and where it’ll feel like home.
“It’s all going to be okay,” I whisper against her hair before planting a small kiss on her forehead. She holds me tightly, like she’ll never let me go. “It’s all going to be all right.”
“Promise me you’ll run with me?” she asks me again like I’ll back out of it.
“Tomorrow we pack up everything in one car,” I tell her firmly, “and we leave.” I’ll do it. I’ll leave it all behind to be with her and keep her safe.
“And we leave forever, promise me?” her voice begs me, and I swear I’d give her anything I could. Anything and everything I ever have will be hers.
She’s tense at my side, waiting for my answer. I know there’s no going back, but I choose her. It’s always been her.
“As long as you love me forever,” I give her my one condition, feeling the tension in my heart, needing her to agree and say she’s mine forever.
“I can make that promise,” she breathes, “I’ll love you forever.”
“I’ve always loved you,” I whisper against her cheek. And it’s true. There have never been truer words spoken.
   
I TURN NINE TOMORROW. I think, anyway. I want to ask the guy behind the counter, so I’ll know for sure. I don’t know why I care; I just want to know, I guess.
Peeking over my shoulder, I make sure Jim and my mom are occupied so I can go ask what day it is.
We just moved here. Mom took me with her, although part of me wishes she’d left me at Grandmom’s, even if there’s no one there anymore. At least I have the memories there. This city is different, everyone’s always watching me. Looking at me like I’m going to do something so they can pick a fight.
They say I’m a bad kid. They say I’m angry.
I used to think they were wrong, but I don’t anymore.
Boys like me are trouble. Too tall for my age, too smart for my own good. I’m not worth the air I breathe. That’s Jim’s new saying. He likes to remind me every chance he gets, even though he’s the one giving my mom that shit that makes her go numb. He’s the one who isn’t worth the air he breathes but saying that only gets me punched in the face until I go numb too and black out.
I pull out the candy from my pocket. I only have two pieces left and as I pull out my hand, both of them drop to the floor and one rolls faster than I can catch it.
The candy stops rolling when it hits the edge of the counter and bounces off, only to stop in front of a small pair of shoes. They’re white but scuffed up and I slowly lift my gaze to the owner of the shoes. To the short girl who’s bending down to pick up my candy.
She can’t have it!
My jaw’s hard, and I clench my teeth even though the bruise there makes it hurt. My hands turn to fists. All I have left of my grandmom are these two pieces.
She can’t have it!
She picks it up so delicately and carefully, then smooths out her dress. It’s then that I notice how dirty it is like she’s been sitting on the ground all day. It’s wrinkled too. When she stands up her big doe eyes are filled with worry and she turns to look at a woman by the fridge doors. The woman’s skinny, skinny like my mom. That’s what I think as the bottles she’s picking up clink together.
The girl looks like she wants to say something, but she’s scared, so she says nothing. Her gaze drops to the ground, then she lifts her head back up to look around.
She’s looking for me; I know she is.
The instant she sees me, the worry goes away and she smiles. A genuine smile that’s just for me.
“Is this yours?” she offers in a soft voice that makes the anger go away. Only for a second though, because the moment she asks me, she peeks over at the woman and looks nervous to even be talking to me.
Because I’m a bad kid. That’s why. Everyone knows it. Even her.
Her knees nearly buckle as she stands there, holding the candy out to me even though I’m feet away from her.
She’s afraid to move. “My mom told me to stay here,” she explains.
I nod and swallow the lump in my throat. She looks sad like me until she smiles at me, then it changes everything.
She’s strange. Like she doesn’t want to be here.
I may not belong here, but she doesn’t either.
“Thanks,” I tell her as I walk to her and she nervously looks between me and the woman again, her mom.
She’s shy as she talks to me. “I haven’t met you before.” And then she smiles again, even sweeter this time. She smiles at me like her happiness was meant to belong to me. Like I could take that happiness from her. Like I could be happy too. “I’m Chloe Rose.”





CHLOE
M aybe if I leave, the nightmares will go away.
Places hold memories. They can’t help it. The image of a dented brass doorknob comes to mind. I’ll never forget the memory of what put that dent into the hard metal. The sound of a click against a window, the window he crept through late at night. It can’t help but exist, yet it carries so much heaviness with it. So much more than just an object, so much more than just a place.
I’m done crying; I’m done remembering.
I think I’ve been ready to leave for a long time. Longer than the time that first light went out on the street and I had the urge to run in such a primitive way. I think I was ready to run the first time Bastian’s lips pressed against mine. My heart knew it, but it would only beat if he came with me.
There’s a method to the way I place each item in the old duffle bag. I was given the bag in gym class one year in high school. It was a promotion for some sports drink and I think it could carry at least two weeks’ worth of clothes. That’s all I need.
Each piece fits in easily. My books I can put in a cardboard box and place in the back. I’ll always need my books.
Other than my clothes, I don’t know what I’ll take. Toiletries, obviously. But these photographs aren’t mine and the ones I have, I don’t want.
The light catches the glass of a photo on the far right of the wall. A photo of my mother when she was young, and I was in her arms. I don’t remember that far back, but my uncle said she loved me deeply. That she bundled me up in that picture because it was so cold out and she was worried about taking me outside for the photos.
She loved me once.
But she loved the alcohol more.
I’m okay with it. I’m okay with it all. Because I survived, and I still know how to love. A piece of me will always love her. I’ll love the woman in this photo because she’s not the woman in my nightmares.
My fingertips brush along the edges of the frame as my throat tightens and I wish I could go back to that time to tell her. I wish I could go back to so much.
You can only move forward, a voice tells me, and I close my eyes, letting the last tears fall. They linger on my lashes as I open my eyes again and say goodbye to her, leaving the photo where it is.
I carelessly brush them away, gazing at the full duffle bag as my phone pings. It’s only one of two people. I already know that.
Please tell me you’re okay. I read the text message from Angie and my heart sinks. I think I would have been good friends with her. Even though neither of us ever belonged here. I’m grateful to leave, but I don’t know how much this place will take from her before she walks away, if she can even walk away.
I don’t know why she’d stay here any longer than she has to. But it’s her choice, and she knows what she’s doing. Maybe me leaving will push her to run; I try to justify leaving her in the dark with the thought of her being warned to stay away with my disappearance. I can only hope that’s what she does.
There’s not a damn thing good that lives in Crescent Hills.
Answer me, she texts me, but I don’t text her back. The next time it pings, I turn off the phone without looking.
Bastian said it’s better to just disappear and for no one to know where we’ve gone. He’s right, and I don’t want anyone to come looking for me. If I could disappear and be lost in the wind with Bastian forever, I would. Tonight, I’m going to try to do just that.
I leave the phone on the bed, on the sheets that never belonged to me. It can stay there and when the men come and take everything inside because the bills go unpaid, they can have it.
They can have every piece of what’s here.
It never belonged to me and I’m done belonging to it.





SEBASTIAN
I can’t stop staring at the note on the counter. It’s only a Post-it with the words, “Leaving for the weekend – Seb” written on the yellow square. Eddie will get it on Monday, or maybe this weekend if anyone comes in. The shop is supposed to be empty, with most of the guys going down to the docks for Romano this weekend. There’s a large order of coke coming in. And the butcher shop isn’t needed for that.
I’ll leave a note and I’ll ghost. He can try to find me all he wants, but I’m done with Romano and this place. Just as the thought hits me, I hear the bells chime at the front door and a chill seeps into my veins.
“Eddie,” I greet him with a grin, hiding the fact that I didn’t want anyone to know I was leaving until I was gone. I didn’t want anyone to ask questions. “What are you doing here?” I ask and casually lean against the counter. The spool of butcher’s cord is right below me. All of us who work in the shop are familiar with it; we use it to secure packages and orders.
I don’t reach for it yet, but with the pounding of my blood, I know it’s going to end like this. The desire to get it over with forces a numbness through my fingers and I shake it off, smiling as he answers me.
“What am I doing? How about, what the fuck are you doing here?” He shoots me a twisted grin as if he’s being friendly, but the look in his eyes is filled with the psychotic glee he’s known for. “I heard Romano wants to talk to you,” he adds as he walks to the counter, the sound of his boots slapping against the floor in time with the pounding of my heart. He tosses the keys to the shop down on the counter and leans closer to me just as I reach for the cord.
I wind it over my fingers under the counter. The dumb fuck is so hellbent on letting me know my days are numbered in the darkened butcher shop that he doesn’t realize his own imminent demise is only a moment away.
“Seems he thinks you have something to do with those assholes coming up dead,” he tells me, eyeing me and then glancing out the window as the headlights of a passing car shine through the glass.
Dread rips through me, thinking it’s someone else and I won’t have time to finish Eddie off, but it’s not. The lights flash and keep on going, heading down to the mechanic shop behind us.
“Why would he think that?” I ask him, wrapping the rope around once more and then starting on the other hand. I leave less than a foot of cord between the two. Enough to get the thin rope over his head, but not so much that it’ll be too loose when I choke him out.
“Someone said Marcus came looking for information and was directed to you.”
My lungs halt and a harsh thud slams in my chest. I ask him quietly, knowing the smirk on my face is dimming and finding it hard to swallow, “And who would that be?”
“Yours truly,” he gives me the answer with his grin widening. “It was kind of a test,” he tells me as I take in a single deep breath and grip the rope tightly with both hands, my thumbs running along the rough bundles that are fastened around both my hands. “And you failed, Sebastian.” For the first time, his smile fades and he shrugs. “I’m sure there’s a reason though,” he says, feigning sympathy.
I nod once, making it look like I’m full of regret. And I am. I regret not killing this fucker sooner.
In one swift moment, my arms are up and around his head. He tries to turn and get out of my reach, but all that does is spin him around, so his back is to my chest as I get the rope right where I want it.
His feet come back first, trying to kick me as his hands reach up and try to grab the rope before it tightens. He gets the tip of two fingers in the loop, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m squeezing so tight I can’t breathe, I can’t move. My muscles are on fire and my teeth grind together as I grunt out the pain. His large body slams into me, shoving me against the back wall. I grit my teeth as his boots squeak against the floor as he throws his head back into my shoulder.
He throws his body to the left, knocking us both into the tables and I almost lose my grip as I fall hard, smacking the side of my head against the edge of one chair as we tumble to the floor, but I hold on with everything I have, feeling the thin rope dig in deeper.
I watch his face closely, seeing how red his eyes are getting and how pale his face is.
His cheeks puff out as his strength wanes. Another kick, but this one’s weaker. A few more seconds and his head lolls. I still can’t breathe, and I pull back harder, feeling the rope nearly cut into his fingers, giving it more slack as the bones break. I hold on tight for another moment, and he doesn’t react. He’s limp and heavy, his dead eyes bloodshot and staring ahead at nothing.
When I finally release him, I have to slowly unwind the rope and bring the circulation back to my numb fingers. It’s still dark as I pick up the chairs and tables, grabbing Eddie’s corpse by the ankles to move him out of the way. There’s no blood, no sign of a struggle. I check the wall we crashed into, feeling the burn and sting of my muscles. I’ll bruise, but there’s no dents or any sign of what happened. And that’s what matters.
My shoulders burn as I drag his heavy ass to the back, kicking the swinging door open and pulling him through the kitchen to get to where the freezers are. He isn’t the first and he won’t be the last dead body to be stored here.
I shut the door hard, giving it the last of my anger and locking it with a loud click that resonates through every inch of me. My body is still on fire, my pulse hammering in my ears.
Shipments come on Mondays. I’ll be long gone by then. I lock the freezer and look down at my hands. They’re red and the skin is ripped from the rough rope digging into them. Swallowing thickly and breathing in deeply to calm the adrenaline still racing through me, I let a moment pass.
   
SITTING IN THE CAR, I’m still making sure I’ve thought through every bit of this.
Romano will send people to watch out for me to return, and he’ll send people out looking for me, I know he will. He’ll never find us though and I’m never coming back. I already know that.
Marcus will let me go, so long as everything happens the way it’s supposed to tomorrow.
Carter though. I can’t stop thinking about leaving him behind. Ever since we got in the car, I haven’t let go of Chloe Rose’s hand. She gives me the strength I’ve never had, but nothing can help me with this. With saying goodbye to him.
The keys jingle as I turn off the ignition after pulling up in front of Carter’s house.
“Stay in the car,” I tell her, turning off the headlights and passing the keys to her hand. Her fingers against mine still ignite something primitive and deep inside of me.
It stirs a warmth in my heart I never thought existed.
Her baby blue eyes plead with me not to stop, to just keep going and never look back. I lean forward, spearing my fingers in her hair and resting my forehead against hers. “I won’t be long, I promise,” I whisper against her lips.
She’s quick to take a kiss, pressing her lips against mine and then pulling away to nuzzle the tip of her nose against mine.
“Kiss me first,” she demands softly, with her eyes closed and her hands on my thigh. Her fingers lay across my jeans and when she tries to scoot closer to me, the sound of her nails against the denim is all I can hear along with my heart beating faster.
It beats fast and steady for her.
“I can tell that you love me when you kiss me,” she whispers, her eyes looking deep into mine as the moonlight caresses her face. “Part of me can. Even if my mind can’t keep up,” she adds.
“Your mind can’t keep up?” I ask her with a hint of a smile on my lip as I cup her chin. My gaze leaves her as I see a shadow on the sidewalk. Carter’s outside and waiting for me.
Chloe shrugs, although it’s a sad movement. “There’s just something about the way you kiss me,” she tells me.
“I love you, Chloe Rose,” I tell her and as she parts her lips to tell me the same, I press my own against hers, slipping my tongue through the seam she gives me. She deepens the kiss, but for only a moment. My heart races and my blood heats.
She was always meant to be mine.
The second our lips part, both of us breathing heavier, she whispers, “I love you too.”
I know she does, and with the parting thought, I open my door and close it as quietly as I can, so I can go to Carter.
My best friend. Only friend. And the only family I ever had.
“I was wondering if you’d come tonight,” Carter says while I’m still a few feet away.
“Is that right?” I ask him as I walk up. Out here is more in the sticks than Dixon Street. All I can hear are grasshoppers and some kids playing ball in the street a block down.
Carter only nods in response and I can’t fucking stand what I’m about to do.
“I have something to ask you,” I start out and then backtrack. “How’s it going? You guys doing all right?”
Carter gives me a weak smile and a half-assed laugh before kicking the ground. “Get on with it, man.” His eyes reflect the way I feel. Like he already knows it’s coming.
“Maybe we should settle the other thing first,” I tell him, more willing to put an end to that shit than I am to say my final goodbye to him.
“Is it done?” Carter asks me the second I hesitate to speak. Standing outside of his house on the cracked sidewalk, he shoves both of his hands in his leather jacket pockets. He looks anxious as his eyes dart between the car and me. “I’ve got this feeling,” he starts to tell me and then swallows visibly, before shaking his head.
I grip both of his shoulders and look him in the eyes. “It’s done,” I tell him with a strength that’s undeniable. “Marcus left the cash yesterday.”
“Cash?”
“I didn’t know either. I thought it was, do what he said or die. I didn’t expect the money.”
Peeking over my shoulder, I take a look back at Chloe, my sweet innocent girl who will never know any of this shit. I’ll protect her from it and from the man I was before her until my last breath. With the stack of cash in my pocket, I reach for it as I watch Chloe stare straight ahead at the dead-end street we’ll never drive down again.
“Here it is,” I say and hand it over to Carter, opening up his jacket and shoving it in before he can tell me he doesn’t want it.
I’m the one who was told to kill them, all the names on the photocopy of the list that Marcus gave me. Marcus told me in the alley behind the butcher shop that he wanted information.
He gave me a list, and I was to get information for him and not say shit to Romano. I wasn’t supposed to ask questions. There are whispers of Marcus, but no one ever sees him. He stays in shadows and they say if you ever see him, you’re dead.
I was scared shitless that he chose me, and I was ready to do whatever he said to stay off his radar.
But her name was there.
It was right fucking there at the bottom of the list. I had to tell him whatever he wanted with this list, it couldn’t be her. I had to beg for her life. He wanted them all dead. Every one of them.
Not her was all I could tell him.
However, he got a hold of Chloe’s list, for whatever reason, she hadn’t erased her name yet. The photocopy had her name there, written clearly at the bottom. And he’d added the last names in his own handwriting. At the time, I thought it was odd that two people had each written half of the names, but I never guessed it was her that wrote the list, I would never have known.
She’d made a list of who she blamed, or hated, I don’t know which is more true. But Marcus decided it would be a hit list and now was the time for all of them to die.
I’ve never known fear like I did when I told Marcus it couldn’t be her. I told him she couldn’t die. Anyone but her.
He said he would spare her, but that he didn’t want information anymore. He wanted them all dead in the span of three weeks and he didn’t care how.
I bartered for her life, and then I killed them all. Each and every one. I set their deaths in motion. I paid off a thug with a pack of heroin to take care of Amber. Tamra was a bullet in her head. I can still hear the ringing in my ears. I’m a murderer.
But I did it to spare Chlo. I had to do it. I’d do it again if kept her safe. I don’t care what kind of man that makes me, so long as she’s still breathing.
Tomorrow is day twenty, leaving a single day to spare of his morbid deadline.
“Andrea picks up her package tomorrow. Can you just make sure she gets it?” I ask Carter. Andrea gets an eightball of coke on the regular. I knew that’s how she needed to go when she came to the shop two weeks ago, but Marcus wanted them done in order. So, she had to wait until tomorrow.
Now I wonder if he requested that on purpose. If somehow, he knew it’d freak Chlo out and that’s why he texted her the way he did.
He’s a sick fuck, but I lived up to my end of the bargain.
“She’s done, and it’s done,” I tell him. It’s laced with so much shit, it’ll be quick and easy. Marcus won’t come looking for us. It’ll all be over with.
We’ll run away, and this nightmare will be over.
Dave was an accident, Carter’s accident. He didn’t know he was on the list, but Dave had it coming to him regardless, for what he did to Carter and his family. I could never blame Carter for what he did. It’s his story to tell, even if it did fuck him up more than it should have. The fucker was going to die anyway. I told him that.
Carter’s not a killer; he’s not meant for this life.
“The money’s yours. I can at least give you that,” I tell him, knowing that money won’t go far with the debt they have. But it’s better than nothing.
“Take it back,” Carter tells me angrily. “I don’t want it.”
“Maybe not, but you need it,” I tell him, putting my hands up to refuse the money and then looking back to make sure Chloe can’t see.
She can never know.
“I know you’re leaving.” Carter’s voice breaks. I don’t know how he knew. Word spreads fast, but if that’s going around, Romano is going to hear it before long and that means I need to get the fuck out of here as fast as I can. I don’t need him looking for me, or worse, finding the body I left in his shop before the weekly deliveries on Monday.
“Who told you?” I ask him, my pulse beating harder in my temples. My jaw stiffens with the fear of a fight coming.
“No one,” he answers, “but I know when goodbyes are coming.”
Time passes slowly, and I feel myself breaking down. My first reaction is to go to Chloe Rose. I forget it all with her. I forget who I am and all the pain that comes with it. With her, I’m not alone.
“You need it. You can’t run far without cash.” He gives me a look of complete sincerity as he pushes it back into my hand. “It’s not for me, and I don’t want it.” His voice is clear like he knew I’d give it to him.
“I have enough cash,” I tell him. “Take it for your brothers then.” My heart squeezes harder in my chest knowing how fucked they all are. It’s two grand, and two grand more than he’ll get selling dope on the street corner like he thinks he can do. I worked for Romano, but Carter doesn’t. And it’s not safe.
Carter gives me a weak smile and shakes his head. “We’ll be all right. I’m heading up to the north side. I’ll take care of us.” I know that means he’s dealing something. Although what and for who, I don’t know.
His eyes are so serious. He seems so much older to me now.
“You can come with me,” I tell him. “I don’t want to leave you here. Come with us.”
The weak smile is pulled into a smirk, one cloaked with sadness. Goodbyes are never easy, but they shouldn’t hurt this much. “Don’t stay here,” I beg him. “I want more for you than this.”
“I can’t leave my brothers,” he tells me and then licks his lips before handing the money back to me. “Take it.” The bills brush against my knuckles and I’m reluctant to take it, but I do. “Find a better place than here.” The money weighs heavy in my hand as he pulls his away. I won’t take it. If anything, I’ll leave it in the mailbox and pray one of them finds it.
“It’s good you’re skipping out,” Carter tells me in a tone that lets me know something’s up.
“What’s going on?” I ask him, feeling my nerves ramp up.
“I heard Eddie say Romano wants to talk to you on Monday. I think they know you’re involved and they’re pissed they didn’t know.”
“Good thing I won’t be around Monday.” I start thinking about all the possible outcomes of that meeting and I don’t like a single one of them. I could never rat Marcus out, he’d kill me. And even if I did, Romano would kill me for following someone else’s orders. I have protection from no one and enemies everywhere.
“Did you tell her?” Carter changes the subject abruptly. “Does she know you killed them?”
I shake my head, wishing all of this was a nightmare I could wake from. All of it but Chloe. “I had to lie to her, but it’s never felt like that,” I tell him, confiding in my best friend one last time.
“Felt like what?” he asks me.
“Felt like I was hurting her by lying to her. I’ve never wanted so much from someone and to give her so much in return.”
He smiles a genuine but sad smile that reaches his dark eyes. “I knew you loved her,” he says lightheartedly. Brushing his thumb against his nose, he peeks behind him. It’s darker now than it was before, not a single star in the sky to cast light down on us.
“I think it is love,” I tell him and kick the rubble on the broken concrete.
“It’s all right to say it,” he jokes, “I won’t make fun of you.”
“I only just got her. I can’t lose her, Carter,” I confess to him. If it wasn’t for her need to run away from here, I’d stay for him.
“Go ahead, I’ll be all right,” he tells me, and I want to believe him. “Hey, do you have that stuff though? Before you go?”
It takes me a minute to realize he’s talking about the sweets. I have the last vial in my pocket and I know Chlo is never going to want to take it again, so I hand it over to him.
He’s quick to slip the vial into his pocket. “Thanks, man. It’s been rough sleeping.”
Giving him a nod of understanding, I wonder if I should tell him that Chlo thinks some of her paranoia is from the drug, but I think she’s wrong. She was right the entire time. Call it fear and intuition maybe.
“I hope it helps you sleep,” I tell him and then glance back at the car.
“Get out of here, man. Get out while you still can,” Carter tells me and it fucking hurts that I’m leaving him, but I have to. I have to get the hell out of here and take Chloe far away.
I have to reach out and hug him, pulling him hard into my chest. And he’s quick to give me a hard pat on the back, followed by a grip I’ll never forget.
There’s no way I’d have made it out alive without him. I know that much.
Before the tears can show, I pull away from him, the only family I’ve ever had. “She can’t stay here,” I tell him as if I’m begging him to understand, but he already knows.
She’s never belonged here.
“Come with us,” I plead with him one last time even though I already know his answer.
“I have to stay.” His voice is calm this time like he’s resigned to his fate.





EPILOGUE
Two weeks later
Chloe

The cool wind flows through my fingers as I rest my hand against the window. We’ve been off the highway for a little while now, still venturing into the unknown.
It’s odd how the unfamiliar can offer so much comfort. How easy it is to leave everything behind and start a new life.
Countless times I’ve felt the fear of what could be waiting for us if we ever went back. And almost as if Bastian can read my mind, he asks me every time we stop somewhere new, “How about this place?”
“I can be a butcher anywhere. Or anything. We can be anything,” he keeps telling me. “Just don't leave me.” He says that a lot. As if I’d ever want to. One day, I think he’ll know in every way that I’ll never do that.
In every beat of my heart, I know I was supposed to run away with him. And he was supposed to run away with me.
We should have left when we were only children. We shouldn’t have stayed in that place as long as we did. When the lights around you flicker and dim, it’s a sign to run. To run far away and toward light and hope. It’s an innate feeling I knew deep in my gut, but I swallowed it down and nearly let the darkness choke out what little life I had left in me.
It’s only taken days of being away with Bastian at my side, holding my hand as we drive farther and farther away to know that’s true.
I can smell the salty ocean air as the sun kisses my skin through the window. We’re close to the ocean.
A line springs to mind and I jot it down in my notebook. It’s half-full already, with ideas for a book so close to what I’ve been through. Some changes here and there because it’s hard to write about the truth. It’s hard to imagine what people would think of me if I told them my story. It’s even harder for me to write it all down and to be okay with everything that happened. Because of what happened in my life, the things that were done to me and the things I did… well, it will never be okay, but maybe it would make a memorable tale.
“Do you want to stop here?” Bastian asks, pointing to the left at a sign for a burger place.
My shoulders lift easily in a contented shrug. With my cheek resting against the headrest, I ask him for the tenth time since we left, “Where do you think we’re going?” I need answers to what we’ll become. I know I love him and I only want to be with him, but the stirring in my stomach that this is too good to be true hasn’t let up.
Bastian’s large hand wraps around mine as he pulls my knuckles to his lips to kiss them one by one. The car idles at the stop sign and he looks me deep in my eyes.
“We’re going where we’re supposed to go. Together.” His words are a balm to my broken soul. It’s the only word that matters. It’s the only word that’s ever mattered. Together.
With tears pricking my eyes, the tears I wish would go away, even if they are from a happiness I never thought I’d feel, I whisper, “I love you.”
He braces his hands on either side of my head, stealing a ravenous kiss from me, taking my pain away like he did so many years ago. But the pain now is minuscule and it’s because of him. He’s taken it all away. And I’ll spend my life making sure I do the same for him.
With a bruising kiss, I can hardly breathe until he pulls away from me, letting the tip of his nose brush against mine. His eyes are still closed, his hands still tangled in my hair as he tells me, “I’ve always loved you. And I’ll never stop loving you. I’ll always choose you.”
   
Sebastian
Years later

ABOUT TWO WEEKS after we got in the car and sped away as fast as we could, I got a call from Carter’s brother, Daniel. I didn’t let her see as I broke down against the bathroom door of the motel we’d stayed in for the night. We’d move from one place to the next, constantly on the go until we found a spot on the West Coast, far away from Crescent Hills. A local bed and breakfast was looking to hire a butcher for their farm and also in need of a bookkeeper for the inn. Fate gave us our opportunity to stay, to find a new home, and we did. We grabbed it with both hands and didn’t let go.
That night in the motel though, it almost didn’t happen. The first few days we were on the road, everything changed with a single phone call. I almost got into the car and drove back to that hellhole when Daniel told me what happened. I would never have brought Chloe, but she wouldn’t have let me leave her behind either.
The Talvery crew almost beat him to death the night we left. Carter nearly died for selling on the wrong turf. Daniel told me not to come back, that my name had been marked now, and I knew what that meant. If I went back, I was dead.
When I talked to Carter, I knew I’d made a mistake letting him stay. He had no one anymore, and everyone to provide for.
If I could go back, I would.
I’d never leave him behind.
It took over a decade before I dared show my face in that city again. Years of the phone calls coming less and less often. Years of building a life with the girl I always loved, while the memories of my past faded to bad dreams.
Life is a compromise. I left behind a friend, destined to stay, and be held captive to a city that had no mercy.
It would force him to become a brutal man I didn’t recognize.
The Carter I abandoned in Crescent Hills, died that night I ran, and I’ll never forgive myself for it.

The End.
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PREFACE
Addison

It’s easy to smile around Tyler.
It’s how he got me. We were in calculus, and he made some stupid joke about angles. I don’t even remember what it was. Something about never discussing infinity with a mathematician because you’ll never hear the end of it. He’s a cute dork with his jokes. He knows some dirty ones too.
A year later and he still makes me laugh. Even when we’re fighting. He says he just wants to see me smile. How can I leave when he says things like that? I believe him with everything in me.
My friend’s grandmother told me once to fall in love with someone who loves you back just a little more.
Even as my shoulders shake with a small laugh and he leans forward to nip my neck, I know that I’ll never really love Tyler the way he loves me.
And it makes me ashamed. Truly.
I’m still laughing when his bedroom door creaks open. Tyler plants a small kiss on my shoulder. It’s not an open-mouth kiss, but still it leaves a trace on my skin and sends a warmth through my body. It’s fleeting though.
The cool air passes between the two of us as Tyler leans back and smiles broadly at his brother.
I may be seated on my boyfriend’s lap, but the way Daniel looks at me makes me feel like I’m alone. His eyes pierce through me with a sharpness that makes me afraid to move. Afraid to even breathe.
I don’t know why he does this to me.
He makes me hot and cold at the same time. It’s like I’ve disappointed him simply by being here. As if he doesn’t like me. Yet there’s something else.
Something that’s forbidden.
It creeps up on me whenever I hear Daniel’s rough voice; whenever I catch him watching Tyler and me. It’s like I’ve been caught cheating, which makes no sense at all. I don’t belong to Daniel, no matter how much that idea haunts my dreams.
He’s twenty-one now and I’m only seventeen. But more importantly, he’s Tyler’s brother.
It’s all in my head. I tell myself over and over again that the electricity between us is something I’ve made up. That my body doesn’t burn for Daniel. That my soul doesn’t ache for him to rip me away and punish me for daring to let his brother touch me.
It’s only when Tyler speaks to him that Daniel looks away from me, tossing something down beside us.
Tyler’s oblivious to everything happening. And suddenly I can breathe again.

My eyelids flutter open, my body hot under the stifling blankets. I don’t react to the memory in my dreams anymore. Not at first, anyway. It sinks in slowly. The recognition of what that day would lead to growing heavier in my heart with each second that passes. Like a wave crashing on the shore, but taking its time. Threatening to engulf me as it approaches.
It was years ago, but the memory remains.
The feeling of betrayal, for fantasizing about Tyler’s older brother.
The heartache from knowing what happened only three weeks after that night.
The desire and desperation to go back to that point and beg Tyler to never come looking for me.
All of those emotions swirl into a deadly concoction in the pit of my stomach. It’s been years since I’ve been tormented by the remembrance of Tyler and what we had. And by the memories of Daniel and what never was.
Years have passed.
But it all comes back to me after seeing Daniel last night.





CHAPTER 27
Addison
The night before

I love this bar. Iron Heart Brewery. It’s nestled in the center of the city and located at the corner of this street. The town itself has history. Hints of the old cobblestone streets peek through the torn asphalt and all the signs here are worn and faded, decorated with weathered paint. I can’t help but to be drawn here.
And with the varied memorabilia lining the walls, from signed knickknacks to old glass bottles of liquor, this place is flooded with a welcoming warmth. It’s a quiet bar with all local and draft beers a few blocks away from the chaos of campus. So it’s just right for me.
“Make up your mind?”
My body jolts at the sudden question. It only gets me a rough laugh from the tall man on my left, the bartender who spooked me. A grey shirt with the brewery logo on it fits the man well, forming to his muscular shoulders. With a bit of stubble and a charming smirk, he’s not bad looking. And at that thought, my cheeks heat with a blush.
I could see us making out behind the bar; I can even hear the bottles clinking as we crash against the wall in a moment of passion. But that’s where it would end for me. No hot and dirty sex on the hard floor. No taking him back to my barely furnished apartment.
I roll my eyes at the thought and blow a strand of hair away from my face as I meet his gaze.
I’m sure he flirts with everyone. But it doesn’t make it any less fun for the moment.
“Whatever your favorite is,” I tell him sheepishly. “I’m not picky.” I have to press my lips together and hold back my smile when he widens his and nods.
“You new to town?” he asks me.
I shrug and have to slide the strap to my tank top back up onto my shoulder. Before I can answer, the door to the brewery and bar swings open, bringing in the sounds of the nightlife with it. It closes after two more customers leave. Looking over my shoulder through the large glass door at the front, I can see them heading out. The woman is leaning heavily against a strong man who’s obviously her significant other.
Giving the bartender my attention again, I’m very much aware that there are only six of us here now. Two older men at the high top bar, talking in hushed voices and occasionally laughing so loud that I have to take a peek at them.
And one other couple who are seated at a table in the corner of the bar. The couple who just left had been sitting with them. All four are older than I am. I’d guess married with children and having a night out on the town.
And then there’s the bartender and me.
“I’m not really from here, no.”
“Just passing through?” he asks me as he walks toward the bar. I’m a table away, but he keeps his eyes on me as he reaches for a glass and hits the tap to fill it with something dark and decadent.
“I’m thinking about going to the university actually. To study business. I came to check it out.” I don’t tell him that I’m putting down some temporary roots regardless of whether or not I like the school here. Every year or so I move somewhere new … searching for what could feel like home.
His eyebrow raises and he looks me up and down, making me feel naked. “Your ID isn’t fake, right?” he asks and then tilts the tall glass in his hand to let the foam slide down the side.
“It isn’t fake, I swear,” I say with a smile and hold up my hands in defense. “I chose to travel instead of going to college. I’ve got a little business, but I thought finally learning more about the technicalities of it all would be a step in the right direction.” I pause, thinking about how a degree feels more like a distraction than anything else. It’s a reason to settle down and stop moving from place to place. It could be the change I need. Something needs to change.
His expression turns curious and I can practically hear all the questions on his lips. Where did you go? What did you do? Why did you leave your home so young and naïve? I’ve heard them all before and I have a prepared list of answers in my head for such questions.
But they’re all lies. Pretty little lies.
He cleans off the glass before walking back over and pulling out the seat across from me.
Just as the legs of the chair scrape across the floor, the door behind me opens again, interrupting our conversation and the soft strums of the acoustic guitar playing in the background.
The motion brings a cold breeze with it that sends goosebumps down my shoulder and spine. A chill I can’t ignore.
The bartender’s ass doesn’t even touch the chair. Whoever it is has his full attention.
As I lean down to reach for the cardigan laying on top of my purse, he puts up a finger and mouths, “One second.”
The smile on my face is for him, but it falters when I hear the voice behind me.
Everything goes quiet as the door shuts and I listen to them talking. My body tenses and my breath leaves me. Frozen in place, I can’t even slip on the cardigan as my blood runs cold.
My heart skips one beat and then another as a rough laugh rises above the background noise of the small bar.
“Yeah, I’ll take an ale, something local,” I hear Daniel say before he slips into view. I know it’s him. That voice haunted me for years. His strides are confident and strong, just like I remember them. And as he passes me to take a seat by the bar, I can’t take my eyes off of him.
He’s taller and he looks older, but the slight resemblance to Tyler is still there. As my heart learns its rhythm again, I notice his sharp cheekbones and my gaze drifts to his hard jaw, covered with a five o’clock shadow. I’d always thought of him as tall and handsome, albeit in a dark and brooding way. And that’s still true.
He could fool you with his charm, but there’s a darkness that never leaves his eyes.
His fingers spear through his hair as he checks out the beer options written in chalk on the board behind the bar. His hair’s longer on top than it is on the sides, and I can’t help but to imagine what it would feel like to grab on to it. It’s a fantasy I’ve always had.
The timbre in his voice makes my body shudder.
And then heat.
I watch his throat as he talks, I notice the little movements as he pulls out a chair in the corner of the bar across from me. If only he would look my way, he’d see me.
Breathe. Just breathe.
My tongue darts out to lick my lips and I try to avert my eyes, but I can’t.
I can’t do a damn thing but wait for him to notice me.
I almost whisper the command, look at me. I think it so loud I’m sure it can be heard by every soul in this bar.
And finally, as if hearing the silent plea, he looks my way. His knuckles rap the table as he waits for his beer, but they stop mid-motion when his gaze reaches mine.
There’s a heat, a spark of recognition. So intense and so raw that my body lights, every nerve ending alive with awareness.
And then it vanishes. Replaced with a bitter chill as he turns away. Casually. As if there was nothing there. As if he doesn’t even recognize me.
I used to think it was all in my mind back then. Five years ago when we’d share a glance and that same feeling would ignite within me.
But this just happened. I know it did.
And I know he knows who I am.
With anger beginning to rise, my lips part to say his name, but it’s caught in my throat. It smothers the sadness that’s rising just as quickly. Slowly my fingers curl, forming a fist until my nails dig into my skin.
I don’t stop staring at him, willing him to look at me and at least give me the courtesy of acknowledging me.
I know he can feel my eyes on him. He’s stopped rapping his knuckles on the table and the smile on his face has faded.
Maybe the crushing feeling in my chest is shared by both of us.
Maybe I’m only a reminder to him. A reminder he ran away from too.
I don’t know what I expected. I’ve dreamed of running into Daniel so many nights. Brushing shoulders on the way into a coffee shop. Meeting each other again through new friends. Every time I wound up back home, if you can even call it that, I always checked out every person passing me by, secretly wishing one would be him. Just so I’d have a reason to say his name.
Winding up at the same bar on a lonely Tuesday night hours away from the town we grew up in … that was one of those daydreams too. But it didn’t go like this in my head.
“Daniel.” I say his name before I can stop myself. It comes out like a croak and he reluctantly turns his head as the bartender sets down the beer on the wooden table.
I swear it’s so quiet, I can hear the foam fizzing as it settles in the glass.
His lips part just slightly, as if he’s about to speak. And then he visibly inhales. It’s a sharp breath and matches the gaze he gives me. First it’s one of confusion, then anger … and then nothing.
I have to remind my lungs to do their job as I clear my throat to correct myself, but both efforts are in vain.
He looks past me as if it wasn’t me who was trying to get his attention.
“Jake,” he speaks up, licking his lips and stretching his back. “I actually can’t stay,” he bellows from his spot to where the bartender, apparently named Jake, is chucking ice into a large glass. The music seems to get louder as the crushing weight of being so obviously dismissed and rejected settles in me.
I’m struck by how cold he is as he gets up. I can’t stand to look at him as he readies to leave, but his name leaves me again. This time with bite.
His back stiffens as he shrugs his thin jacket around his shoulders and slowly turns to look at me.
I can feel his eyes on me, commanding me to look back at him and I do. I dare to look him in the eyes and say, “It’s good to see you.” It’s surprising how even the words come out. How I can appear to be so calm when inside I’m burning with both anger and … something else I don’t care to admit. What a lie those words are.
I hate how he gets to me. How I never had a choice.
With a hint of a nod, Daniel barely acknowledges me. His smile is tight, practically nonexistent, and then he’s gone.





CHAPTER 28
Daniel

M y father taught me an important lesson I’ll never forget.
Never let a soul know what you really feel.
Never express it.
Only show them what you want them to see.
I hear his voice as I slip my hands in my jacket pockets and keep walking down Lincoln Street with my heart pounding in my chest and anxiety coursing in my blood. Two more blocks and I’ll wait there. The alley is the perfect place to wait and collect myself.
Until then, my blood will pound in my ears, my veins will turn cold and my muscles will stay coiled. But I won’t let anyone see that. Never.
I remember how my father gripped my shoulder when he looked me in the eyes and gave me that advice.
His dark stare was something no one ever forgot. It was impassive and cold. I lived many days wondering if my father loved me. I know my mother did. We were family and his blood, but he would never show any emotion and after that night, neither would I.
I was fourteen years old. And standing only a few feet away from the body of someone I once knew. I don’t even remember his name. A friend of my father’s. He worked in the business and gave the wrong person the wrong impression.
When you reveal that fear, that anger, that emotion, you give someone a hint of how to get to you. And that’s what my father’s friend had done. When someone gets to you, you end up dead.
My shoes slap on the concrete sidewalk as I slow down at the intersection, as if I’m merely waiting for the cars to stop at the red light so I can cross. It’s not a busy night, so only a few people are walking down the street. A man to my right lights up a cigarette and leans against the brick wall to a liquor store.
I make my way around the block, replaying what happened in my head. It was supposed to be a simple, easy night. Another night of waiting for Marcus to show for the drop-off or waiting to hear word about what’s going on with the deal between my brother and the cartel.
She caught me off guard.
Addison Fawn.
She’s always been able to do that. She gets to me in a way I despise.
She makes me remember.
She makes me weak.
Another step and I see her face. Her high cheekbones and piercing green eyes. I love the way her hair falls in front of her face. There’s always something effortless about it, like she doesn’t put an ounce of work into looking as fuckable as she does.
The cool night air whips past me as I round the corner. The next alley will take me where I want to go. Directly across from the lot where her car must be. It’s the only parking lot on this street for three blocks.
I swallow thickly, checking my phone again. It’s been three minutes since I’ve left.
Three minutes is more than enough time for her to pay the tab and walk off.
I don’t know if she will though.
It’s been years since I’ve felt like I’ve known who she is.
Years since I’ve heard her say my name.
The corners of my lips turn up in a smirk as I hear the hesitancy in her voice replay in my memory and I let it. Like she was scared to say my name out loud.
It echoes in my head as I lean against the wall of the dark alley and gives me a thrill I haven’t felt in a long time. Too long.
The alley is narrow, the type of passageway built decades and decades ago before the world knew better. Before humanity realized they were inviting sins in the night with small spaces like these.
My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I take a quick look around me before pulling it out.
There are four cars parked in the dirt lot. The streetlight on the right side illuminates the area easily, as do the headlights of a passing car.
My eyes flicker to the text on my phone and the amusement from only moments ago leaves me instantly.
Who’s the girl? Jake texted and I’m reminded that I upped and left as if she mattered. As if her existence would cause an issue.
And of course it does. More than anyone could know.
My shoulders rise as I draw in a deep breath and let it out slowly, releasing the anger from letting her get to me and I focus on regaining control. Control is everything.
No one, I write him back but think better of it. It’s obvious she’s someone to me and Jake needs to be reassured. My brother’s ex, I add.
My body tenses as I wait for him to respond. I keep my posture relaxed, although I’m anything but.
Off limits? Jake must have a fucking death wish.
I can’t help the way my teeth grind as I text a response and then delete it before finally firing off a quick message.
For now. If Marcus comes tonight, tell him I’ll be back late. I’m smoldering with rage as I realize how stupid it was to risk missing the meet with Marcus all over a quick emotion I couldn’t suppress. Shock, anger … fear even. She’s only a girl. Inwardly, I can hear myself seething.
Alright, Jake messages me, making the phone vibrate in my hand. I almost ask him if Addison is still there. My fingertips itch to push for information.
But it’s not needed.
Even as Jake continues to text me about the drop-off, I watch the skirt sway around Addison’s hips. It’s the color of cream and loose on her, not giving me any hints of how her ass looks right now. But her legs are on full display.
I’ve always thought of Addison the same way, even after everything that went down. From the first day I met her until this very second. She’s a sad, but beautiful girl. You can see her pain in every bit of her features when she doesn’t know someone’s looking. Like I often did. From the way her full lips pout delicately, to the way her eyes seem to stare off in the distance, even when she’s looking right at you it’s as if she can see through you.
Those eyes have haunted me. The beautiful shades of green and brown are like the sunset over a forest. Like flecks of light peeking through and enhancing the darkness that’s soon to come.
She runs her hand over her soft porcelain skin and through the modest waves in her thick dark hair. Even those slight movements and the swing of her hips as she walks carry a sadness with them. It never leaves her. It defines her. But it suits her well.
More than sad, and more than beautiful, Addison is memorable. Unforgettable.
Her car beeps as she unlocks it, a shiny new black Honda from the looks of it, and the sound echoes in the alley. She’s parked in the third spot in the row of cars lined up under the streetlight. She looks to the left and right, cursing as she drops her keys in the gravel.
My dick stirs in my pants, straining against the fabric and I let out a low groan at the sight of her bent over. Her hair is swept to one side and the strap of her top is falling off her shoulder, giving me a view of that soft spot in the crook of her neck.
I adjust my dick and memorize the curves of her hips and waist until she opens up her car door and slips inside.
Every second my breaths come in heavier. The air around me feels as if it wants to suffocate me. Her tires kick up the gravel in the lot and I have to take a step back into the alley to avoid her headlights as she turns out onto the street.
I tell myself it’s only out of instinct that I take a picture of her license plate as she drives off.
Well I try to, but I’m a poor liar.
When she’s gone from view, I step back out onto the concrete sidewalk, staring down the desolate street and letting the brisk night air cool my hot skin.
Addison is back.
The only question on my mind is what I’m going to do with her.





CHAPTER 29
Addison

I’ve hated Daniel for a lot of things. I’ve never really tallied them up before.
The silent drive back to this tiny apartment provided plenty of time to recount each and every moment that bastard has made me feel inadequate, embarrassed … undeserving.
I take in a deep, calming breath then toss the keys onto the small kitchenette table and head right for the wine.
This day was going so well.
The thought settles me as I open the fridge and quickly grab a half-full bottle of red blend. I use my teeth to pull out the cork and pour the wine into a bright yellow coffee mug with sunflowers engraved on it. It’s the closest thing to me and all my glasses are still packed in boxes.
It’ll do fine to hold the wine, I think as I take a small sip. And then a large one.
I don’t have a buzz yet, but in fifteen minutes I’m sure I will.
As I lick the sweet wine off my lips, I stare aimlessly at the glass bottle. I have to be careful not to fall into old patterns. It’s been a long time since I’ve needed wine to sleep. But I can see myself relying on that bad habit tonight. That’s what some memories will do to you.
I take a good, hard look at the bottle. It’s more than halfway empty as it is. I’ll be fine.
Leaning against the counter, I let the past flicker in front of me and trace the outline of the flowers on the mug.
Each memory is accompanied by another gulp of wine, each one tasting more and more bitter.
So many times Daniel’s left me feeling less than. And it’s my fault.
Even the first time was my fault.
The sudden memory of Tyler both warms my heart and makes my vision blur as my eyes gloss over with tears. I can’t think of him for long without feeling a deep pain in my chest.
He was my first. My first everything.
Just like his brother Daniel and just like the rest of the men in their family, Tyler Cross was stubborn. And he didn’t let up until I finally caved and said yes to being his girlfriend.
I told myself he was nice and that it felt good to be wanted. And my God, it did. When you’re an orphan, you learn rather quickly people don’t want you.
It’s a hard thing to unlearn.
And at sixteen years old and in my fourth foster home, I didn’t believe Tyler wanted anything more than a kiss, or to cop a feel. To get into my pants. Just like the previous foster dad wanted from me. He was a rotten bastard.
I run the tip of my finger along the edge of the mug, remembering how Tyler didn’t give up on making me feel wanted. I only stayed with the Brauns, my fourth foster home in three years, because of how Tyler made me feel.
I didn’t want to move to another school district.
I finally wanted to stay somewhere.
The Brauns would get their check and I would be a good kid, I’d be quiet. I’d put up with whatever it was I had to do in order for them not to send me back.
All because Tyler genuinely made me feel wanted. Even if it was obvious the Brauns, like the other foster parents, only wanted to get paid. Having to watch over a teenager with hormones and homework wasn’t on their wish list.
Looking back on it now though, I don’t much mind Jenny and Mitch Braun. They were okay people. Maybe if I hadn’t run away when everything happened, I’d have a relationship with them. Or a semblance of one.
They didn’t like Tyler though. They were probably the only people on the face of the earth who didn’t like that boy. I can’t blame them, since he did in fact want to get into my pants when they eventually met him.
I cover my mouth with my hand as I let out a small laugh at the memory.
He had to meet my guardians before I’d go anywhere near his house.
I have to give Tyler credit, he put up a good showing.
And then I had to face his family.
There was one big difference though. One massive separation between what he had to do and what I had to do in our little agreement.
Tyler had a real family.
That was so obvious to me. Actual relatives. Like I had once. It’s an odd feeling standing in a room with people who belong together. Especially when you don’t, but you want to. You desperately want to.
It was wrong of me. Every reason I had for staying with Tyler was selfish.
I was young back then. Young and stupid and incredibly selfish.
I know that now and it only makes the shame that much worse.
I remember how I could hardly look at anyone as Tyler wrapped his arm around my shoulders. Like he was proud of me and I belonged to him.
His mother had died years before, something Tyler and I had in common. His father was in the leather recliner in the living room, seated in front of the television although I’m certain he was sleeping.
Tyler told me his father worked late nights, but I could read between the lines. I knew the type of family the Crosses were. I knew by the way people spoke in hushed voices around them with traces of both fear and intrigue. And I heard the whispers.
There were little clues too. Tyler and his brother Jase were always being handed money under the cafeteria table and making quick exchanges. Certain people avoided them, certain red-eyed and scrawny potheads, to be exact.
It didn’t matter to me.
In fact, I liked that their family was doing some type of business that meant his father would be asleep when I was forced to meet them all. Five boys in the family and Tyler was the youngest.
One less male to have to endure was fine by me. Declan, the middle boy, gave the impression of being disinterested in life in general. Let alone his brother’s girlfriend. He was the first of Tyler’s brothers I met, and even he seemed to be kind, if nothing else.
And that continued as I met his other brothers. They all welcomed me. There was no hidden agenda, no sneers or snide comments about where I was from or what the Brauns did at the local tavern two weeks ago.
That’s one thing people liked to gossip about at school when I first got there. Foster parents aren’t supposed to be drunks. Funny how that type of talk died when Tyler staked his claim on me.
Yet another reason I stayed and gave more and more of myself to a boy who could never have all of me.
It was so obvious that he never would. Especially that first day he brought me home.
The moment I thought I could relax, I met the last brother.
Daniel.
Tyler knocked on the door to his room, tapping out song lyrics and telling him to open up.
I remember exactly the way my polish had chipped on my thumbnail. I’m a nervous picker and I was busy chipping away at it when the door opened.
“What?” The word came out hard and my body stilled. I could feel the anger coming off of him from being interrupted.
He gripped the doorframe, which made his shoulders and height seem that much more intimidating. It was his toned muscles and the dark stubble lining his upper throat and jaw that let me know he was older.
And the heat in his stare as he let his gaze wander to where I stood that let me know I wasn’t welcome.
That was the first time Daniel made me feel the same way I do now.
And the first time I knew I’d never love Tyler the way he deserved.
But I stayed with him. Deep inside I know it’s because a very large part of me wanted Daniel to want me back. I wanted Daniel to want me the way that I instantly wanted him.





CHAPTER 30
Daniel

The back door to Iron Heart Brewery is propped open a couple inches with a brick. There’s a small stack of them next to the dumpster and I’ve seen a few of them used for a number of things.
The door creaks open slowly as I take a look to my left and right. It’s pitch black out now and deserted. It’s been four hours since I left. Enough time to pass for me to get my shit together and figure out what it is that I want and how I’m going to handle this.
The entire town is quiet now that everything on Lincoln Street is closed.
I sneak in the back, hearing the clinking of glass around the corner and past the stockroom. The fresh scent of hoppy beer in this place never gets old.
I’ve only been here a couple months and I thought I’d get bored fast. So far there’s not much action or competition. For a college town, it’s surprising. But feeling out this area and waiting on information about future deals for my brother hasn’t been the pain in the ass it usually is.
Other than Jake. He’s not good for a damn thing other than asking for a beer or who comes around here when I’m away. He knows this place is used for drops, but that’s as far as our relationship goes.
Jake’s got his earbuds in, he’s not paying attention in the least. My shoulder leans against the wall closest to the far end of the bar, and just enough so I can see the table where Addison sat earlier today.
I let the memory linger for a moment before speaking loud enough for Jake to hear over the music blaring in his ears.
“Marcus show up?” I call out and Jake startles, hitting his lower back against the counter and dropping a glass to the ground.
It breaks, cracking into a few large pieces rather than shattering.
Pushing off the wall, I take a few steps closer to him.
“Shit, dude,” he tells me as he slowly lowers himself to the floor, catching his breath, and starts picking up the shards. “You scared the shit out of me.” He starts to ask, “How did you get—” before stopping and looking past me to answer the question himself.
“Sorry,” I offer him and crouch down to pick up the single piece of broken glass that’s left. It’s a solid piece a couple inches long with a sharp tip. I slide my finger along the blunt, slick side of it, toying with it as I talk to him. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” It’s hard to keep the grin off my face, but it’s easier if Jake is somewhat relaxed. He needs to know to fear me, but only so much that he doesn’t do anything stupid. So long as he’s easygoing, so is everything else that goes down here. He can keep looking the other way and I can keep everything moving as it should.
“No worries, man,” he says as he stands up and deposits the chunks in his hand into a bin under the counter. He’s still shaking and instead of reaching out for the piece I’m holding, he takes out the rectangular basin and offers it to me.
I hold his gaze as I toss it in to join the rest of them.
“What’s going on?” he asks as he sets it back into place and pretends that he’s not scared. That he doesn’t look like he’s going to piss himself.
“How long was the girl here?” I ask him and take a look around the counter. This section of the bar is small and narrow. There’s a lone window on the other side and it’s cracked open, letting in a small breeze.
“Addison?” he asks, saying her name out loud and I don’t trust myself to speak as the anger swells inside of me, so I wait for him to look at me and give a short nod.
“Not long,” he answers and gets back to wiping down a few of the glasses still lined up on the far side of the sink. “She left right after you.”
“What was she here for?” I ask him and pray it wasn’t for a meet. They’re all done here. It’s the perfect place, in the perfect town. Any necessary conversations can happen right here. And any arguments can be settled in the back … with those bricks. But this city may be more useful and profitable. Time will tell.
“Just coming in for a drink.”
I nod my head and remember how I’ve found a few guys I know sitting at the bar, completely oblivious to what was going on around them. Like Dean. He had no idea; he was too wrapped up in his own story to realize what was happening here.
“Who is she?” Jake asks, interrupting my recollection.
“A girl,” I answer and then go back to being the one asking the questions. “She come in with anyone?”
“Nope, she’s single. She didn’t say she knew anyone or that she was looking for anyone.” He replies with the information I was hoping for. It was just a coincidence that she was here. But the way he answers it doesn’t quite sit right with me.
He’s a funny kid and a good guy in some ways, but he’s the type who looks the other way and likes to pretend everything’s friendly and fine and nothing fucked up is going on.
I don’t have any problems with him. Yet.
“Is that so?”
“Yeah, she’s looking at going to the university. New to town. You know, that kind of thing.”
“Hey Jake,” I start and wait for him to look up at me. “How do you know her name?” My body’s tense and tight, even though I don’t think he has a clue how badly I’ll fuck him up if he hit on her. He’s a flirt, young and carefree. He gets plenty of action from girls coming in here to get a drink and drown out their problems with alcohol.
The fucker looks up at me like it’s a given and says, “From her credit card.”
I don’t like his tone, or the ease with which he talks about her. But my body’s relaxed, and the smile on my face grows as I tell him, “Of course. Sorry, she’s got me a little wound up.”
“I could tell.” My back stiffens at his confession. “I mean I get it, she’s hot,” he says, completely oblivious to how my hand reflexively forms a fist. He shrugs and dries off the last glass. “You want me to keep tabs on her?”
The correct answer is no. But it’s not the word that slips from my tongue. “Yes,” I reply and it comes out harder than it should, with a desperate need clinging to the single syllable.
Jake pauses and takes in my appearance.
“I have a soft spot for her,” I tell him and inwardly I hate myself. Both for the lie and for the hint at the truth. He nods his head and hangs up the dish towel in his hands.
“So she’s going to the university?” I ask him and he returns to his normal easy self.
“I didn’t get much information from her. She’d just gotten here and Mickey was at the bar.”
“Well, don’t worry about it. But if she comes in here again, text me.”
“No problem. You need anything else?” he asks and I remind him of my earlier question.
“Did Marcus come?” I already know the answer. He hasn’t shown up yet. Carter, my brother, messaged me to let me know not to waste my time in the bar tonight. But I know Marcus is a lot like me. He likes to know people’s habits and if I tell him I’ll meet him, I want him to know I’ll be there.
This isn’t my first run-in with him. Last time it took weeks before he finally showed.
There aren’t a lot of men I’d wait on, but Carter says this is important and Marcus and I have history.
“He didn’t. I don’t know why he- “
“Looks like you’re almost done,” I cut him off with a trace of a smile on my lips. “Sorry to keep you.”
“Not a problem,” he says to my back as I turn and leave the bar.
The bright light of the Iron Heart sign casts a shadow beneath my feet as I walk toward the barren parking lot with only one thing on my mind—how to find little miss Addison Fawn.





CHAPTER 31
Addison

Daniel’s a prick.
Why is it that the assholes stay in your head, rankling and festering their way into your thoughts while the nice guys are passed over?
I went shopping on the strip downtown to distract myself. I spent a pretty penny on décor for this apartment and on the softest comforter I’ve felt in my life.
One tweed rug, two woven baskets and a dozen rustic wood picture frames later and my living room is acceptable. Snapshot after snapshot I post the different angles on Instagram, where I have my largest following and where I sell most of my photos.
But it’s all done absentmindedly. And it’s not like these are for sale, just pictures that serve as an update to let my followers know I’ve found a new place.
I don’t have an ounce of interest flowing through me.
I came here to settle down. To finally give myself a reason to stay and possibly take formal classes to breathe new life into my business.
And instead I’ve been pushed back to when I was only seventeen.
No home.
No life.
No reason to do anything at all.
My throat tightens and my eyes prick, but I refuse to let a single tear fall.
It’s all because I’m still not worthy enough for Daniel fucking Cross.
My phone pings and I go into the messenger app on Facebook to see who it is.
Another person wanting me to photograph their wedding.
I don’t do functions.
I politely message back that I don’t do shoots. I only photograph the things around me and tell my own story. Not other people’s. In other words, I’m not for hire. Photography is my business, but also my therapy. I photograph what I want and nothing else. It’s the only way I’ve survived and I won’t compromise that.
That’s how I’ve made a living for the past few years. Little sales here and there. Enough to keep my head above water and to keep moving from place to place.
Searching for Something is what I eventually called my business.
Not that it started as a business. I was just taking pictures of every little thing that reminded me of Tyler.
All I had was my camera, the only present my last foster mother had ever given me. Tyler told her she should get it for me for Christmas. He said if she wouldn’t, he would. He would’ve given me anything.
And so it started with me wanting to take a photograph of the snow around his old Chevy truck that couldn’t run anymore. The rusted-out hood. The flat back left tire.
I started taking pictures of everything, obsessively. It was something Tyler and I had done together and it made sense to do at the time.
I needed something and although I didn’t know what that something would be, I took photos of everything on my way to find what I was looking for.
Something to take the guilt away. Something to make me smile the way a boy who loved me in a way I didn’t deserve had.
Searching for Something.
What it turned out to be was profitable.
A myriad of photos all priced ridiculously high. In my opinion, at least. But that’s what everyone else was doing. The competition’s pictures sold for hundreds. And mine looked like a steal simply because of the price tag.
I adopted the “fake it till you make it” strategy. And it’s been working. But I don’t know shit about running a business.
The random person on Facebook shoots back an apology and I don’t bother to respond. My customer service isn’t the best either.
Some days are better than others.
Some days are filled with reminders of the past. And those days are the worst for me personally, but the best for the things I see and can capture with a lens. And they sell well. Not just well, like serious money.
The shots I’ve taken today don’t tell my story. It should be a part of my journey, but the pretty images of wooden frames and white tweed with pale blue accents are what I wanted before last night. Before I went to Iron Heart and ran into that asshole.
This is a décor shoot for a new life with new roots. It’ll look pretty on Instagram with a soft filter, but that’s about all it is. Just a series of pretty pictures.
My phone pings and pings with updates and I put it on vibrate before heading to the kitchen, where I place it on the table.
Next week is the kitchen makeover.
For now, it’s all black and white with pops of cherry. A red teapot sits untouched on the stove as I shove my sunflower mug into the microwave to heat up water for tea.
I doubt I’ll ever use that teapot.
My phone vibrates yet again, rattling the table just as the microwave beeps. A heavy sigh of irritation leaves me, but I know it’s not the messages, nor the headache from stress and exhaustion.
It’s because of Daniel. Just like years ago, I’m losing sleep over the asshole. Back then I never said a word. I let him treat me how he wanted, and I cowered away.
I’m older now and last night I should have said something. I should have gotten up and slapped him for being such a dismissive prick. Well, maybe that’s taking things a little too far. But he deserves to know how much it hurt me. How I still struggle with what happened and how him treating me like that only makes the pain that much worse.
As the tea bag sinks into the steaming water, an idea hits me to search for Daniel on Instagram.
If not Instagram, then Facebook. Everyone is somewhere online now.
With my feet up on the chic glass table and the mug in my right hand, I search both on my cell phone.
And when both of those prove useless I try Twitter.
The steady, rhythmic ticking of the simple clock across from me and above the little kitchenette gets my attention when my search proves to be futile. I stare at the second hand that’s marching along, willing it to give me an answer.
But time’s a fickle bitch and she’s never helped me with anything.
I take another sip of the now lukewarm tea before getting up for another cup.
As I wait for it to heat, I decide to search Iron Heart Brewery on Church and Lincoln Street.
Slowly a grin forms on my lips. Jake Holsteder stares back at me from a black and white photo where he’s holding up a beer in cheers. The bartender from last night is apparently the owner. Jake has links to his social media accounts.
And more importantly, Daniel knows Jake.
It’s a stretch, but I send a message to Jake on Facebook and then prepare my second cup of tea.
Nice to meet you last night. Sorry I left early.
It’s a simple message and if he doesn’t respond, I can always go back to the bar. I’m vaguely aware that I’m chasing after Daniel. After the man whose very existence brings back the ghosts of my past. But I don’t care. I live off instinct and everything is telling me that I need to find Daniel. If for no other reason than to tell him he knows damn well who I am.
I add more sugar to the cup this time than last and the spoon clinks against the ceramic edge of the mug as my phone vibrates.
No worries. You leave for any reason in particular?
I chew on the inside of my cheek at his message.
Just had to go. But I wanted to come back and try that beer. I don’t even remember what the hell the beer was called, but then I add, I’d love to take pictures of the place too if that’s okay?
I purse my lips and tap my thumb against my phone before finally sending the message.
Pictures? That’s all he answers.
I send him a link to my Instagram and then text, Your place gives me so much inspiration.
NICE!
Even if he’s only being polite, I appreciate it. Thanks!
He writes, Seriously, these are beautiful. You should try selling them.
I do. It’s what I do for a living and I’d love to take some pics in your bar. The whole place gives me a ton of inspiration. Maybe we can chat too?
He takes a moment and then another to respond. Each second makes my heart beat a little faster and I find myself picking at my nails. You come by looking for him?
Him? I play coy.
I thought maybe you knew Daniel? he asks me although it’s a statement.
I did, but I haven’t seen him in years. I send the message without checking it. Maybe I gave away too much.
You should stay away, Jake warns me and although I know he’s right, it pisses me off. All the kids at school told me that about Tyler too—well, more about his family than him specifically, and he was the only good thing I’ve ever had in my life. And I really don’t like people telling me what to do.
I didn’t go to your bar looking for an old friend. I pause before adding, I’m here to make new ones.
It feels like a hand’s squeezing my heart in my chest as an anxious feeling comes over me. The only sense I can gather from it all is that I know I’m only doing this to piss Daniel off. And that’s something I shouldn’t do; I’ve done it once before and the memory makes me feel weak.
You can come by anytime. What’s your number? he asks me and although it’s forward, I send it over. Jake knows Daniel. So maybe I can get some intel at the very least.
Daniel was always the possessive type. Even if he hated me, he hated anyone who showed me any attention more. So maybe finding out Jake has my number will piss him off. I can only hope.
I feel petty as I walk away from the phone, listening to it vibrate in time with the ticking of the clock.
As I peek out of the sheer white curtains and down onto the street below me, an eerie feeling washes through me. It slowly pricks along my skin until the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
It’s a feeling like someone’s watching me. I’m slow as I turn so I’m facing my living room. There’s no one else here in my studio apartment. Not a soul.
My hand wraps around the hot mug and I pull the curtains shut. It’s only the memory of Tyler that’s brought this back.
I couldn’t go anywhere without feeling him there. Watching me. A shudder runs down my spine as I remember each day. Each photo I took as I whipped around, expecting to find someone lurking in the shadows. There was never anyone there. It was only my shame that followed me.
I hate Daniel even more in this moment.
It took me years to get to where I was days ago. And with one look, I’ve gone back to being the girl I was trying to leave behind.





CHAPTER 32
Daniel

“It’s been long enough, hasn’t it?” my brother’s voice asks on the other end of the phone.
My eyes close as I try to push down the irritation. Madison Street is busy today in the quiet town. Cars pass and I can hear the hums and rumbles with the windows opened in the diner as I lean back in the booth. The vinyl coverings protest as I lean forward and wave the waitress away before she can offer me another cup of coffee.
“We go through this every few months, Carter.” I close my eyes again as I continue, “Do you really want to have the same conversation again?”
Across the street is a coffee shop. And inside it, Addison. She’s hunched over in the corner with her laptop on a small circular table as she sits cross-legged in a chair. Some things never change.
I watch her from a distance in the safety of the diner. I’m within view; she could see me if she wanted to. But that’s the thing about Addison. She never wanted to see me.
“How long are you going to keep this up?” Carter asks me. He’s older than me by a year, almost on the dot. Irish twins, so to speak. I don’t bother answering him and instead I remember the details of her address that Marcus gave me.
Funny how he can’t show up to deliver the package from the Romanos. But one encrypted message from me to him with Addison’s license plate number sparks enough interest for him to respond.
I suppose he hasn’t forgotten. Marcus has a good memory.
“Whatever, I just need the package.” Carter sighs on the other end of the phone. “I need to know what we’re getting into before we decide…”
He doesn’t continue, but I know what he’s getting at. It’s best not to speak those things where others can hear.
“He’ll show. You know how he is.”
“He’s a pain in my ass.”
The corner of my lip kicks up at his comment. “So many things are a pain in your ass, Carter. It’s hard to believe you can sit down without wincing,” I joke as I watch Addison take a large drink from her coffee cup. It’s the tallest size the shop has and it looks like she’s almost done.
“You’re fucking hilarious, you know that?” I laugh at Carter’s comment even though he says it with disdain. He runs the family business now. What started as a way for my father to make extra cash became an empire formed from ruthless and cutthroat tactics. Carter’s the head, but I do his bidding more from a vague obligation that we’re blood than anything else.
“Are you coming home after this? As soon as this package arrives? There’s no reason for you to stay away and we need you here.”
Her name is on the tip of my tongue. Addison. I may deal in addiction, but she’s the only addiction I’ve ever had and the only one I desire.
“Well?” he presses.
“I’m curious about something,” I answer my brother.
“What’s that?”
“Something of personal interest,” I mutter and the words come out lower than I intend them to. He’s quiet for a long moment. And my focus is momentarily distracted. A man in a thin leather jacket walks past the coffee shop slowly, but his gaze is on Addison.
My eyes narrow as he stops in his tracks and glances inside the place. I shake off the possessive feelings. I’m only projecting.
Carter’s voice brings my attention back to him. “With that shit your friend Dean pulled, there’s too much heat around you.” He ignores my earlier comment and I decide it’s for the best. There’s no need for anyone to know what I’m doing.
I’m quick to answer him. “Which is exactly why I need to stay. Leaving would raise suspicion.”
A line of cars pass on the street in front of me, temporarily blocking Addison from my view. At their movement, she peeks up through the large glass windows of the shop.
Her hair brushes her shoulder and falls down her back as she takes a break to look out onto the street. Her pouty lips are turned down. They always are. There’s a sadness that’s always followed Addison. It’s only a matter of whether or not she’s trying to hide it, but it’s always there.
Her green eyes are deep and even from this distance they seem to darken. Her hand moves to the back of her neck, massaging away a dull ache from sitting there for hours now. With each breath, her chest rises and falls and I’m mesmerized by her. By all of her.
More so by what she does to me.
The hate and anger I felt toward her years ago has numbed into something else each minute I sit here.
Curiosity maybe.
“Just get the package from Marcus. You’ve been gone long enough and we could use you here.”
“I don’t know if I want to come back,” I tell him honestly and flatly.
“It’s not a matter of want,” he replies but his words come out hollow and with no authority although he wishes he had it. “We’re your blood.” He plays the only card he has that can get me to do his bidding.
“You never fail to remind me.”
My phone vibrates with a message and I’m more than happy to end this call.
“I’ve got to go.” My phone vibrates again. “I’ll update you when I can.” I don’t wait for him to acknowledge what I’ve said, let alone tell me goodbye. I’ve never been close to my brothers. Not like they are toward each other. I’m the black sheep, I suppose.
I crack my neck as my phone vibrates for a third time. Before checking it I glance back at Addison only to see she’s gone, although her laptop is still there. My heart stills and my body tenses until I see her by the counter, ordering something else.
Annoyance rises in me as I realize how much pull she has over me in this moment. I’ve turned back into what I hate. My teeth grit as I pull up my texts and that annoyance grows to an agitation that makes me grip the edge of the table to keep me from doing something stupid.
Three messages, each from Jake.
Marcus isn’t coming tonight. He said there are complications.
I have your girl’s number though if you want it.
And I think she’s coming here tonight.
Jake wants to die. That’s the only explanation. He literally wants me to kill his ass.
My glare moves from the cell phone in my hand back to the coffee shop across the street. Addison’s cardigan dangles loosely around her as she moves back to her spot. Her jeans are tight and I can just imagine how they’d feel against my hands as I ripped them off of her. It’d be difficult, but I would fucking love it.
“Do you …” I hear a small, hesitant voice next to me and I have to school my expression before I can look back at the waitress.
She’s an older woman, with soft lines around her eyes. A stray lock of dark hair with a line of silver running through it falls from her bun and into her face as she offers me a smile and holds up a pot of coffee. “You’re all out this time,” she says, like it’s a reason to have another.
“Sure,” I say and smile politely as she fills the cup.
The hot coffee steams and I stare at it as she leaves me be.
So Addison is giving her number out.
I wonder if she would have given it to me. I replay that scene in my head and instead of leaving, I slip in beside her.
I don’t deserve Addison. That’s a given.
But I’ll be damned if I let some asshole like Jake get his hands on her.





CHAPTER 33
Addison

It took three days to actually go through with it and go back to Iron Heart Brewery.
Three days and this feeling in my gut that won’t leave.
Three days of fiddling with images in Photoshop and hating each and every one because I can’t focus.
And worst of all, three nights of not sleeping.
Every night I keep dreaming of the bar and every time the scene ends differently. It starts out how I’d have liked for it to have gone. With him giving me the time of day. With him offering to get me a drink. But then it turns dark and wicked. Daniel grabs me. Or worse. I hear Tyler tell me to stay away.
And I wake up shaken.
I feel just like I did that winter I ran away.
And I hate it. I hate Daniel even more for making it all come back. And if I can find that asshole I’m going to tell him exactly how he makes me feel. Not just the way he made me feel the other night, but also the way I felt all those years ago.
Part of me wants to run. But I already did that. I can’t keep running forever.
I open the heavy glass door to the bar with the buzz of the late traffic behind me. This is an old town, but on weekends everyone is out and about.
I’m immediately hit with the aroma of pale ale lingering in the air and the chatter of everyone in here. The air outside was crisp, but only two steps in and the warmth lets me slip off my cardigan.
“Addison,” Jake says my name from his place behind the bar. It carries over the hubbub and a man seated on a stool by him turns to look back at me.
Jake’s smile is broad and welcoming as he gestures to an open seat at the bar.
For a small moment I forget the churning in my gut. I think that’s what really happened these past couple of years. I slowly forgot. And if that isn’t a tragedy, I don’t know what is.
“You alright?” Jake asks with his forehead creased and a frown on his lips.
“Sorry,” I tell him and shake my head as I fold the cardigan over the barstool and then slip on top of it, resting my elbows on the bar. “Been a long few days.”
“What’s bothering you?” he asks while passing a beer down the bar to an old man with salt and pepper hair and bushy eyebrows that are colored just the same.
The man waves him a thanks without breaking his conversation. Something about a football game coming up.
Letting out an easy sigh, I pull the hair away from my face and into a small ponytail although I don’t have a band, so it falls down my back as I talk. “Oh, you know. Just moving and getting settled.” I smile easily as I lie to him. “So, how’s it been going for you?”
Even as I ask him I’m almost painfully aware of how I couldn’t care less. I’m eager for information and that’s all I want. I rest my chin in my hand and lean forward, pretending to give him my full attention even though my mind’s on all the questions on the tip of my tongue.
How often does Daniel come here?
Do you think he’ll be here tonight?
Do you know where I can find him if he doesn’t come?
Instead I smile and laugh politely when I’m supposed to; all the while Jake chitchats about the bar and points to the pictures on the wall. Occasionally he answers his phone and texts or gets someone a beer.
Although it’s crowded and I’m having a real conversation for the first time since three nights ago, I’ve never felt more alone.
“So we go around from place to place, collecting all of them we can find,” Jake wraps up something he said that I was only half listening to and then takes a seat on his side of the bar.
“What’s really bothering you?” he asks and it catches me off guard. My simper slips, and my heart skips a beat.
“What do you mean?” I ask him as if I haven’t got a clue and then quickly follow up with, “I’m just tired.” It sounds phony to my own ears, so I’m sure I sound like a bad liar to him too.
“You seemed a little shaken the other night,” Jake says softly, leaning forward. Someone calls out his name and he barely acknowledges them, holding up his hand to tell them to wait. “Maybe you came in looking for something?” he asks me with his eyes narrowed.
The playfulness is gone, as is the sound of all conversation in the busy bar. In its place is the rapid thumping of my heart.
“Or someone?” he says as somebody else calls out his name again, breaking me from the moment. I turn to the man with the bushy eyebrows as Jake tells him, “One minute!” in not the most patient of tones.
“So what is it?” he says and waits for me.
“I didn’t come in here looking for anything or anyone.” I tell him the truth. My voice is small, pleading even.
“But you found something,” he prompts.
I only nod my head and he pushes off of the bar, standing up and making his way back to the draft beers to satisfy the old man’s order.
“If you don’t want to see him again, you should leave now,” Jake speaks without looking at me and then smiles and jokes with the man at the end of the bar.
“Why’s that?” I call after him, my voice raised so he can hear me and the bar top digging into my stomach as I lean over it to get a good view of him.
Just as Jake opens his mouth to answer me, the door to the bar opens and I can feel the atmosphere change.
No one else stops talking. No one else turns to look over their shoulder.
But I do. I’m drawn to him and always have been. It’s like my body knows his. Like my soul was waiting for his.
Daniel’s always had an intensity about him. There’s a dominance that lingers in the way he carries himself. A threat just barely contained. The rough stubble over his hard jaw begs me to run my hand against it. The black leather of his jacket is stretched over his shoulders.
Thump … thump … my heart ticks along and then stops.
Daniel’s dark eyes meet mine instantly. They swirl with an emotion I can’t place as they narrow, and I can’t breathe until he takes a step. We both hang there for what feels like forever. He must know I’ve come here for him.
I watch as he moves, or rather stalks toward me. Each movement is careful, barely contained. Like it’s taking everything in him just to be near me. I know he wants to appear relaxed, but he’s faking it.
And with another step toward me, I can finally tear my gaze away.
I look forward, my back straight and my eyes on the beer in front of me as he walks behind me. I can hear each step and the scratch of the barstool on the floor directly to my left as he pulls it out.
I remind myself I came here for him. No, not for him. To see him. To clear the air.
I came here to this small town for me because I finally had my life together.
And he ruined it. The memory of his cold reception and dismissal hurts more and more with each passing second. I’m not a little girl for him to shove aside anymore and treat like I’m some annoyance.
The thought strengthens my resolve and I turn sharply to the left just as he takes his seat. He’s so close my breasts nearly brush his bicep and it forces the words to a grinding halt as I pull back.
I’d forgotten what he smells like, a woody scent with a freshness to it. Like trees on the far edge of a forest by the water. I’d forgotten what it feels like to be this close to him.
To be too close to what can ruin you is a disconcerting feeling.
“Addison,” he says and although his voice is deep and masculine, in that smooth cadence my name sounds positively sinful. The irritation in his tone that was constant in my memory is absent.
“Daniel.” I barely manage to get his name out and I clear my throat, slowly sitting back in my seat to grab the beer in front of me. “I was wondering if I’d find you here,” I admit and then peek up at him.
A genuine grin grows slowly on his handsome face. I swear his teeth are perfectly white. It’s a crime for a man to look this good.
“You came here looking for me?” he asks me with a cockiness that reminds me of a boy I once knew and again, for the second time, my confidence is shaken. As I lick my lower lip to respond, I fail to find the words.
“Do I intimidate you, Addison?” he asks in a teasing voice and I roll my eyes and then lift the beer to my lips. I assume he’ll say something else as I drink, but he doesn’t.
As I set the glass down, I look him in the eyes. “You know you do and I hate it.” There’s a heat between us that ignites in an instant. As if a drop of truth could set fire to us both. I can barely breathe looking into his dark eyes.
“Do you now?” he asks again in that same playful tone. “So you came here looking for me because you hate me?”
“Yes,” I answer him without hesitation, although it’s not quite truthful. That’s not why, but I’m fine with him thinking that.
His brow raises slightly and he tilts his head as if he wasn’t expecting that answer. Slowly he corrects it, and I can feel his guard slowly climb up. It’s this thing he always did. It’s odd how I remember it so well. For only moments, only glimpses, I swear he let me in. But just like that it was gone, and a distance grew between us, even if we hadn’t moved an inch.
“Don’t do that,” I tell him as soon as I sense it and his eyes narrow at me. “I don’t hate you. I hate that you were rude to me.”
“I wasn’t rude.”
“You were a dick.” My words come out with an edge that can’t be denied and I wish I could swallow them back down.
“I’m sorry,” he tells me and he looks apprehensive. It’s weird hearing him say those words. I can’t think of him ever speaking them to anyone before. “You came looking for an apology?”
“No, not really,” I tell him and shrug, wanting to take a step back from the tense air, but my ass is firmly planted on this stool. He turns to his left and I look back at the glass while I continue, just wanting to get it out of me before he’s gone again.
“I just wanted to talk.” The words finally come out, although they’re not quite right. I want to spill every word that’s inside of me. From the last night I saw him all those years ago, to everything that’s happened up until this moment. There aren’t a lot of people who can relate to what we’ve gone through.
He still hasn’t said a word. His gaze is focused on me as if he’s trying to read me, but can’t make out what’s written. If only he’d ask, I’d tell him. I don’t have time for games or secrets, and our history makes up too much of who I am to disrespect it with falsehoods.
“Are you going to run off again?” I ask as he only stares back at me.
“Do you want me to?” he asks me in return.
“No,” I answer instantly and a little too loud. As if what he’d said was a threat. I’m quieter as I add, “I don’t want you to go.” The desperation in my voice is markedly apparent.
“Well what do you want then?” he asks me and I know the answer. I want him. I take in a breath slowly, knowing the truth but also knowing I’d never confess it.
“I haven’t been able to sleep since the other night,” I confess and my gaze flickers from the glass to his eyes. My nail taps on the glass again and again and the small tinkling persuades me to continue. “I had a rough time for a while, but I was doing really well until I saw you.” I don’t glance up to see how he reacts; I’m merely grateful the words are finally coming to me. “When you didn’t even bother to look at me, much less talk to me …” I swallow thickly and then throw back more of the beer.
“It was a shock to see you.” Daniel says the words as if he’s testing them on his tongue. Like they aren’t the truth, although I’m sure they are. I look into his eyes as he says, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“What did you mean then?” I ask him without wasting a second.
He hesitates again, careful to say just what he wants. “I didn’t know what to say, so I left.”
“That seems reasonable.” Or at least that seems like the version of Daniel I remember. I take another sip of beer before I say, “It hurt though.”
“I already said I was sorry.” His words are short, harsh even, but they don’t faze me.
“I wasn’t looking for an apology. I only wanted you to know how you make me feel.”
He responds quickly this time, still looking over my expression as if he’s not sure what to make of it. “And how do I make you feel now?”
I swear his breathing comes in heavier, and it makes mine do the same. “Like I have someone to talk to.”
That gets a huff of a laugh from him. A disbelieving one. “I’m sure you have better options for that.”
I shake my head and answer before taking another sip, “You’d be wrong then.”
It’s never felt pathetic before. The fact is I don’t talk to many people and the one friend I have is thousands of miles away. But admitting that to him and seeing the trace of the grin fall on his lips makes it feel slightly pitiful.
I muster a small smile although it’s weak, and time grows between us. The seconds tick by and I know I’m losing him, but I can’t voice any of the things I’m feeling.
“It’s been a while,” he says and I nod my head as I answer, “Since the funeral.”
I don’t think I’ve ever said it out loud and it’s the first mention of Tyler between us. The air turns tense but not in a way that’s uncomfortable. At least not for me. I even have the courage to look back at him. I can see hints of Tyler in Daniel. But Tyler was so young and he looked it. Still, there are small things.
“You remind me of him, you know?” All while I speak, Daniel stares at my lips. He doesn’t hide the fact in the least. I think he wants me to know. I swallow and his gaze moves to my throat, then he leans in just slightly before correcting himself. The hot air is tense and as he finally looks me in the eyes again, the noise of the bar disappears from the pure intensity of his stare.
“You do the same for me, I think.”
“You think?” I ask him to clarify.
“You bring back certain things,” he says icily, so cold it sends a chill down my spine.
My shoulders are tight as I straighten myself in the seat, again looking into the glass of beer that’s nearly gone as if it can save me. Or as if I can drown in it.
It’s only the sound of him standing up that makes me look back toward him. “Are you leaving?” I ask him like an idiot and then feel like it.
He only nods and I’m sure he’s going to walk off, but instead he steps closer to me. He shoves a piece of paper in front of me onto the bar and then grips the barstool I’m sitting on with both of his hands.
He’s so close I can feel his heat as he whispers to me, “I’ll see you soon, Addison.”





CHAPTER 34
Daniel

Five years ago

The wind howls as it whips past us. We’re all dressed in black suits, but the shoes we spent all last night shining are buried beneath the pure white snow. The ice melts and seeps between the seams, letting the freezing cold sink into what was once warm. It’s fitting as we stare at the upturned dirt in front of us.
We’re the last ones here. We stopped on our way back from the dinner since the sun has yet to set, and there’s still a bit of light left.
The sky beyond us is blurred and the air brutally cold, the kind that makes my lungs hurt each time I try to breathe.
One of my brothers cries. It’s a whimper at first but I don’t move to see who’s the weakest of us. My muscles coil at the thought, hating how I’ve judged. Hating how I view strength. I’m pathetic. I’m the weak one.
Jase, the farthest from me, sniffles as his shoulders crumple and then he covers his face.
He was the closest to Tyler but now he’s the baby, taking Tyler’s place. The air turns cruel, biting at the back of my neck with a harsh chill as his cries come to a halt. My throat’s tight as I try to swallow. It makes me bitter to be standing here, knowing I need to leave and can’t stay here. That I’m the one who gets to continue breathing. That fate chose to take one of the good ones, and leave the ruthless and depraved behind.
Five brothers are now only four.
Four of us stand over Tyler’s body. Six feet in the ground.
All of us will mourn him. The world is at a loss for not knowing him. I finally get the expression about how it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.
Tyler was good through and through. He would have lived his days making the world a better place. He’d try to start a conversation with anyone; just to get to know them, just to make them laugh if he could.
All four of us lined up and saying our final goodbyes will never be the same after losing our youngest brother.
But only one of us knows the truth.
Only one of us is guilty.

THE WORST PART is when I leave. I’m the last of us to finally part from Tyler’s grave, but when I leave, my gaze stays rooted to where her car was. Where Addison had parked. My memories aren’t of my father crying helplessly against the brick wall of the church, refusing to go in when he couldn’t hide his pain. The images that flash before my eyes as my shoes crunch against the icy snow aren’t of all his friends and teachers and family who have come from states away to tell us how sorry they are and how much Tyler will be missed.
All I can think about is Addison. How she stood so quietly on the fringes of the crowd, her fingers intertwined, her eyes glossy. How even as the wind ripped her scarf from her shoulders, carrying it into the distance and leaving her shoulders bare, she didn’t move. She didn’t even shudder. She was already numb.
The picture of her standing there motionless, staring at the casket is what I think about as I leave my brother.

I DIDN’T KNOW THEN how dangerous that was. Or maybe I did and I didn’t want to believe it. But Addison would haunt me long after that night, as do so many other things.
She’s only a girl. One small, weak girl.
Her red cheeks and nose and windblown hair made her look that much more tempting. Everything about her is ruined. At least she appeared to be that night. But I knew she had more left in her. More life and spirit. More emotion to give.
I may be cruel and unforgiving, but I’m right. I’m always right.





CHAPTER 35
Addison

The night Tyler died, I saw it all happen.
I was there and I heard the tires squeal.
At the memory, I can practically feel the cold raindrops from that night pelting my skin. I turn on the faucet to the hottest it can go and wait until steam fills the room. I step into the shower, ignoring how the sounds of water falling are so similar to the rain that night as I stood outside the corner store. He called my name. My eyes close and my throat feels tight as I hear Tyler’s voice.
The last thing he said was my name as he stepped into the street.
It takes a lot to leave someone because you fell in love with somebody else. Somebody who would never love you back.
It takes even more of your heart to witness the death of someone who truly deserved to live. More than I’ll ever deserve it.
And to know that they died because they were looking for you …
God and fate are not kind or just. They take without reason. And the world is at a loss for Tyler being taken from us.
I thought I was doing the right thing by leaving Tyler. I didn’t know he’d come looking for me. If I could take it back, I would.
The water hits my face and I pretend like the tears aren’t there. It’s easier to cry in the shower.
I was fine until I saw Daniel again. It took me years to feel just okay. That’s the part I can’t get over. Maybe this is what a relapse is? One moment and I’ve lost all the strength I’ve gained over the years. All of the acceptance that I can’t change what happened and that it’ll be okay. It’s all gone in an instant.
I lean my back against the cold tile wall and sink to the floor. The smooth granite feels hard against my back as I sit there, letting the water crash down on me as I remember that night over and over. Just a few moments in particular. The moment Tyler saw me, then the moment he spoke my name and moved toward me.
The moment I screamed at the sight of him stepping into the road.
The car was right there. There was no time.
It didn’t matter how I threw myself forward, racing toward him even as the car struck him.
I swear I acted as fast as I could. But it wasn’t good enough.
My head rests on my knees as my shoulders shake.
Life wasn’t supposed to be so cruel. Not to him.
“Deep breaths,” I tell myself. “One at a time,” I say, brushing at my eyes even though the water is still splashing down.
Standing up makes me feel weak. The water’s colder, but the air is still hot.
Just breathe.
As I open up the shower door to inhale some cool air, I hear something. My heart stops and my body freezes. The water’s still on but my eyes stare at the bathroom door.
The mirrors are fogged even though I left the door open slightly. A second passes and then another.
My body refuses to move even after I will myself to reach for the towel. My knuckles turn white and keep me where I am. I know I heard something. Something fell. Or something was pushed. Something beyond the door. Something. I don’t know what, but I heard something.
I force myself to take one step onto the bath mat, and then another onto the tile floor.
I keep moving. I take the towel in both hands and then wrap it around myself although I can’t take my eyes off the door.
Water drips down my back, but I don’t bother with drying my hair. I make myself open the door and it groans in protest as I do.
The second it’s open wide, I feel foolish.
It’s only a picture I’d put up with hanging tape strips. It’s fallen and the paint on the wall where it was hung, a Tiffany blue, is marred.
I should have used nails or screws to hang it.
Even as I pick up the picture and roll my eyes, my body is still tense; my heart still races. The frame is cracked and broken. When I place it onto the dresser, I catch a glimpse of the piece of paper Daniel gave me. It’s a ripped portion of something—maybe a bill, I’m not sure. But on it is his number. The number I texted so he would have mine and to ask when we could meet. The number that didn’t answer, even though the message was marked as read.
I leave the paper there with the broken frame and head back to the bathroom to finally turn off the water. But I stop just shy of entering.
Peeking at the door to my bedroom, a chill travels down my spine.
I don’t remember leaving it open.





CHAPTER 36
Daniel

I would say I don’t have time for this shit, but I do. I really do.
I would make time for it if I didn’t already have it in spades.
I’m cradling my chin while I drum the fingers of my other hand in a rhythmic pattern on the sleek mahogany tabletop. The soft sound doesn’t even reach my ears, mixing with the chatter and hum of small talk and the clinking of silverware in the restaurant.
The Madison Grille has gotten a facelift recently. It’s obvious. From the new wood beams that make the place smell like cedar, to the industrial lighting with exposed bulbs. I deliberately chose a place that wasn’t too expensive or elegant so this wouldn’t seem like a date. But it’s better than a bar. There’s privacy here that I’m eager to take advantage of. I waited to message her until only hours ago. Last night took a lot out of me, but once I decided, there was no turning back.
“Would you like anything while you wait?” The waiter already has his pad out and pen ready to go. There are a lot of things I’d like right now. Addison bent over the table, for one. Simply for inviting me back into her life. She may not know how much she taunted me, but she’s smart enough to know the attraction was there and still she teased me.
“A whiskey sour and two waters,” I tell him and he waits for more, but a tight smile sends him away.
Again my fingers drum as I think about each and every curve of the woman I’m waiting for.
Addison is all grown up.
And that look in her eyes is one I recognize. Desire. My blood feels hotter with every second I sit here thinking about what I wanted to do last night. And what I plan to do tonight.
I can imagine those pouty lips of hers wrapping around my cock and the sounds she’d make as I shoved my dick down her throat.
If nothing else, I can finally get a piece of what I wanted when I first laid eyes on her. Just the thought makes my dick harden and I stifle back a groan as the zipper of my jeans digs into me.
It took everything in me not to take her last night.
When she looked at me like she could see right through me.
When she told me to stop, as if she could command me.
When she spilled her little heart out as if I was the one meant for those words.
I’ll be damn sure to make the time for Addison. Finally having her is worth all the fucking time in the world.
Sheets of rain batter against the large front window of this place and crash noisily on the tin roof.
I hate the rain. I hate what it does to me. The memories it brings back.
Addison is out there in the rain right now. Feeling it beat against her skin. Listening to the familiar sound.
And the unwanted memories that come with it.
I should feel a good number of things with the memory of Tyler besetting me right now as I wait for Addison. Shame, maybe even disgust. Swallowing thickly, I replay the memories, but this time focus on her. How she looked at me and shied away. How she couldn’t talk to me while looking me in the eyes. How she blushed every time she caught me staring. Her reaction to me and only me was everything.
It was never about Tyler and I stayed away back then for him. It was always about Addison.
My thoughts are interrupted by the drinks I ordered being set on the table in front of me.
“Will you be dining tonight?” the waiter asks and I shake my head no and reply, “Just drinks.”
“Let me know if I can get you anything else.” With that he’s gone and I’m left sitting alone at the table in the back. Staring at the entrance and waiting.
The soft lighting is reflected in my watch face as I turn my wrist over, showing the time is nearly ten minutes past the hour. She’s late.
My eyes narrow as I look back toward the entrance, willing her to walk through the doors. There’s a mix of worry and fear that I’m vaguely aware of. Fate’s been a cruel bitch to me and I wouldn’t put it past her to take the one thing I’ve always wanted. The one person I’m so close to getting.
Before I can let the unwanted emotions get the best of me, the door opens and Addison steps inside, huddled under an umbrella that she’s quick to shake out over the mat and close. The hostess greets her as I sit paralyzed, watching Addison.
It’s still surreal to see her here. I don’t know how to react to her.
My fingers long to help her slip out of her jacket, but instead they grip onto the table.
I frown at the sweet smile she gives the hostess for helping her with her things. Addison hasn’t given me one. In fact, it falls as she’s directed toward me.
The happiness so evident only a second ago is gone as she walks over.
It makes my blood heat to a simmer but I stand anyway, pulling out the chair across from me for her to sit.
“Hi,” she offers politely and the scent of her shampoo wafts toward me.
I don’t trust myself to say anything, so I only offer her an inkling of a smile. I’m better than this. I know better too. “Thank you,” she says softly as I retake my seat.
“I didn’t know what you’d like to drink,” I tell her even though I know she’ll order a red wine. On the sweeter side.
“Oh, I’m fine with anything,” she says agreeably and just like that, the bits of irritation slowly ebb and start to fade. She offers me a hesitant smile as she adds, “I’m glad you texted me.”
Her smile broadens and she takes a sip of water before the waiter comes by again. And she orders cabernet. She’s a creature of habit, little Addison.
“You wanted to talk?” I sit back easier in my seat now that she’s here.
“I do, but I don’t know how.”
A genuine smile creeps onto my face. Little things like her innocent nature have always intrigued me. “Just say whatever you want, Addison.”
“Do you hate me?” she asks me quietly. The seriousness is unexpected and catches me off guard.
“No, I don’t hate you.” I hated that I couldn’t have her. But that was then.
“I feel like you should,” she tells me although she’s staring at her glass. She does that a lot. She looks down when she talks to me. I don’t like it. My chest feels tighter and the easiness of tonight and what I want from it tangle into a knot in my stomach. I reach for my drink, letting it burn on the way down.
The words to ease her are somewhere. I know they exist, but they fail me now because the truth that begs to come out is all I can focus on.
I’m saved by her glass of cabernet that she accepts from the waiter graciously.
“Tyler did mean a lot to me, you know?” she asks me as if my acceptance means everything. As if I couldn’t see it in her eyes back then. Every fucking time I saw them together it was obvious. He was all she had and I think she hated that fact, but loved him for simply being there for her.
“That was never a question,” I tell her with a chill in my voice. One that I can’t control.
“I just feel like,” she pauses and swallows, then takes a sip of wine. With her nervous fidgeting, she’s clearly uncomfortable and it’s pissing me off. “I’m just afraid of what you and your brothers think. Your dad, too.”
“My father died two years ago,” I tell her and ignore the twinge of guilt running through me plus the pain of the memory. The knot seems to tie tighter.
I went home for the first time in years only to watch him being put in the ground next to my mother, just twenty plots down from Tyler’s grave. And I haven’t been back since. It’s funny how guilt spreads like that. How it only gets worse, not better.
“Oh my God,” Addison gasps and reaches her small hand out on the table for mine. “I’m so sorry.” One thing I’ve always admired about Addison is how easy it is to read her. How genuine she is. How honest. Even if the things she was thinking were less than appealing.
“My father liked you, so he told Tyler that you would come back.” I don’t know why I tell her that. The memory doesn’t sit well with me and the conversation isn’t going where I’d like it to. Uncomfortable is an emotion I don’t often experience. I suppose it makes sense that I am now though. Yet again … that’s Addison’s doing. But I allow it. It would be easy to get up and leave, to not have to deal with this conversation. But having Addison tonight is worth it.
Barely catching a glimpse of the starched white shirt of the waiter, I hold up my hand just in time to stop him.
“Yes?” he asks and I order two rounds of black rose shots, which are a mix of vodka and tequila and the restaurant’s drink of choice. Plus another whiskey sour. I greatly underestimated this conversation and the need for alcohol to go along with it.
“Anything else?” the waiter asks and Addison pipes up. With her hands folded in her lap, she orders the bruschetta.
It’s only once the waiter’s left that she leans forward, tucking her hair behind her ear and says, “I didn’t eat much today.”
“Get whatever you’d like,” I tell her easily and keep my gaze from wandering straight down her blouse. It’s only a peek. Only a hint at what’s under the thin cotton, but I can see the lace of her bra and it begs me to look.
“I have to get this off my chest.” Her words distract me and looking at the serious expression in her eyes I’m irritated again, but I keep my lips shut tight. It will be worth it when it’s over with. It better be.
“I just … even that day when I left, I didn’t want you to think that I didn’t appreciate everything.”
She has no fucking idea. How is it even possible that she could be so blind?
She lived under our roof. It was off and on for nearly a year while the two of them dated. Tyler insisted. And the nights she didn’t stay felt off toward the end. Each and every time she left I thought it was my doing.
But she always came back.
Tyler wasn’t one to make demands, but he wanted her there with him. He wanted her protected and cared for. And when he told us why, when he told us what she’d been through, my father agreed.
It wasn’t just that she had a tragic backstory. That she’d lost her parents and had no one.
It was the story of her previous foster father that changed my father’s mind.
You could see it in the way Addison shied away from everything and everyone. And how she didn’t want to go back to a stranger’s house and hope nothing like that ever happened again.
She was safe with us. Even if she felt like she was intruding, every one of us wanted her there.
Even more so after we paid that sick fuck a visit.
It wasn’t in Tyler’s nature to want to hurt someone. Addison had a good way of bringing out a different part of him. She’s good at that, at bringing out facets of your personality that were dormant before.
Carter was the one who decided when and how we’d take care of the asshole who’d touched her the year before. He was forty years old with a fifteen-year-old girl under his care.
Carter decided all five of us would go together while Addison was at class. The drive was only three hours away. Too long to do it at night, because she’d have noticed. But we had plenty of time during the day.
Carter always has a plan, and I was supposed to go around the back. Which is right where the asshole was raking up leaves.
I’d never killed anyone with gardening equipment before. I still wonder what it would have been like had I used the sharp tines of the metal but the damn thing broke in half. The spike of the splintered wooden handle worked well enough.
He got out one scream, if you can even call it that. More of a pathetic cry.
My family may have sheltered her.
I killed for her.
Tyler should have told her back then, and I have a mind to tell her now. But I don’t break promises, not even to the dead.
So I keep that little bit of our history to myself.
The memory gives me the strength to look her in the eyes as I tell her, “You care a lot about what other people think. You’d be happier if you didn’t.”
“I’m not sure I would be,” she answers softly with the corners of her lips turned down.
Again, the alcohol saves the conversation. The shots hit the table one by one.
“I think you need a drink.”
I sure as fuck do. I didn’t have her come here for a heart to heart. This isn’t going how I’d planned. Wine and dine and fuck her is what I wanted. The first two I could take or leave, but the last I’ve needed for so long.
“I could use one … or six,” she jokes and pulls her hair over her shoulder, twirling the dark locks around her finger.
Addison’s entire demeanor changes as she watches the dark purple shot swirl in the glass.
“Thank you,” she says as she smiles up at the waiter.
“Cheers.” I tilt my shot toward her in jest and down it before she can say otherwise. No salutes to the dead, or to anything else for that matter.
When my glass hits the table, Addison’s is just reaching her lips.
Everything about the way she drinks it turns me on. From the way her slender fingers hold the glass, to the way her throat moves as she swallows.
A million images of how she’d look as she sucks my cock are going through my head until she speaks again.
“You make me feel …” she trails off and hesitates to continue.
“Scared?” I offer her. I’m used to making certain people feel that way. Only when I need them to remember what I’m capable of.
“No … unworthy.” I’m struck by her candor.
“If you think that, it’s because you’ve come to that conclusion on your own.”
“You’ve always made me think that. Even back when I was with Tyler.” My spine stiffens hearing her bring him up so casually this time. Like it’s easy to use his name in conversation.
“Your bruschetta,” the waiter says, setting the plate down in the center of the table. I’ve never wanted to kill a waiter for delivering an appetizer before. Not until this moment.
He starts to speak again and I cut him off. “We’re good here, thank you.” My words are rushed and hard and I pray for his sake he takes the fucking hint.
My gaze moves from him to Addison, and her expression makes me regret it.
“You made me think that when I got here.” Addison looks as if she’s debating on eating. I guess the topic has ruined her appetite. It takes me a second to remember what she even said … unworthy.
“You were late.”
“I got here as soon as I could,” she protests weakly. As if she’s truly apologetic and the part that pisses me off the most is that I know she is.
“If you don’t want me to be angry, then don’t make me wait.” I’m wound tighter and tighter by the second. It’s amazing how a girl like Addison can tempt my self-control.
“You didn’t have to wait. You can go,” she retorts, saying each word while staring straight into my eyes. Daring me.
I smile. “I don’t want to leave.”
The anger in her features softens at my response. “I just hit traffic.”
A heavy breath comes and goes as I settle back in my seat, watching for her reaction. This tit for tat is different for me. “It’s fine,” I tell her, hoping to end it. And move back to the plan.
“Why do you look at me like that?” she asks me and I still.
“How is it that I look at you?” I ask her to clarify. It’s usually so easy to manipulate others into seeing me how I need them to. But Addison is observant beyond measure. She always has been. And she’s always been different.
“Like you don’t trust me. Or maybe you don’t know what to expect from me.”
I shrug. “I don’t trust anyone. Don’t take it personal.”
She laughs and her shoulders shake slightly. “Maybe that’s because of the people you hang out with?” she suggests and quirks a brow at me.
“I don’t hang out with anyone.” I answer her simply, with no emotion. Merely stating a truth.
She hums a response and reaches out for a piece of the toasted bread. As she bites into it, the bread crunches loudly and diced tomatoes fall into her hand. She actually blushes, and after she swallows she says defensively, “You should eat some, it’s weird with you just watching me.”
I let a rough chuckle vibrate up my chest. “I’m not hungry.”
“I hate being rude and eating it all myself, but the alcohol is already hitting me.”
Good. I don’t say the thought out loud.
As she wipes her hands on her napkin, I ask her, “What is it that you want from me, Addison?” My hands clench under the table as I wait. I know exactly what I want from her. To fuck her out of my system. To be done with an obsession from long ago.
She shoots me a sweet, genuine smile and the blush grows hotter on her face. “I think it’s the alcohol talking.”
Her smile is addictive and I feel my own lips twitch up into a lopsided grin. “Why’s that?”
“Because I want to tell you I’ve always wondered what it would be like to kiss you.”
I feel myself swallow. I feel everything in this moment. Watching her blush and smile at me like that, I want more of it. I don’t know if it’s the vodka, the tequila or the wine. Maybe a combination of the three. But whatever’s making her blush, she needs more of it.
My heart beats rapidly and my cock hardens to the point where it’s nearly unbearable.
As she covers her face with her hands, the waiter walks by casually and I reach out, fisting his shirt and stopping him in his tracks.
The look on his face is a mix of shock and fear. But I’m quick to loosen my grip and tell him, “More shots.”





CHAPTER 37
Addison

When I’m drunk, I have some odd thoughts. Some do make sense. For instance, how many shots did we have? That one seems like a logical thought, and I’m not sure of the exact answer, but at least three. Which is probably three too many but with how tense and awkward I was at the start of dinner, maybe three was just the right number.
Also, what happened to my car? I should be concerned about that. But I’m drunk, so walking seems smart. I keep my feet moving, one after the other even though I sway slightly. Only slightly though.
The thought that matters the most and the one I keep coming back to is whether or not Daniel can see how my hands keep trembling.
I’m sure the heat in my cheeks is obvious. And the butterflies in my stomach aren’t staying where they ought to. They fly up and mess with my heart. Fluttering wildly and with an anxiousness that makes it feel like they’re caged and trying to escape.
Maybe it’s normal for what I’m doing.
When you want to kiss someone who’s obviously a dick, it makes sense that your body would feel anxious and like you should run, right? Not to mention I’m sure he’s still dealing. When your family’s business is crime, you don’t exactly walk away from that life. This heated nervousness won’t leave me. I can’t stop fidgeting with my hands and I’m sure it’s ridiculous, but what else could be expected of me?
And then there’s the fact that he’s my ex’s brother. An ex who’s gone. And in many ways, it’s because of me. It should make me feel worse than I do. But in a lot of ways, it feels the same way as running has. Only this time, I’m running to Daniel. A man I’ve dreamed for so long would comfort me and tell me these feelings were alright.
Obviously, that never happened. And I’m not sure it ever will.
There’s a part of my mind that won’t stop picking at that fact. A part that wonders how Daniel can even stand to be around me. A part that wonders if he’s only toying with me. Like he’s waiting to get his revenge and tell me how he truly feels.
And that’s the part that scares me when I look up at him. I don’t care how many times he’ll tell me that no one blames me. How could they not?
I don’t know what’s happening, but I’m too afraid to stop, because I really want to find out. I’m too eager to finally know what it feels like to be wanted by him.
“You’re so nervous,” he says as if he’s amused.
“Aren’t you?”
His smile dims and he runs his hand through his hair, looking to his left at the stop sign. “Let’s go to my place.”
We’re standing on the corner of Church and Fifth and I know I just need to go six blocks and I’ll be two streets over from my apartment building … I think. There are bus stops everywhere in this college town. So even if I get lost, I could find my way back home by just hopping on a bus.
“Your place?” I question him while squinting at the signs. I’m more than a little tipsy. But everything feels so good.
“Let’s go,” he answers and then takes my hand in his, pulling me across the street even though the sign at the crosswalk is still red.
“Still a rule breaker,” I tease and I think that one is from the alcohol. I must find it funnier than he does though, because once we’re on the other side, I’m the one smiling at my little joke while he stands there. Staring at me like he’s not sure what to do with me.
“So you aren’t nervous?” I ask him, daring to broach the subject again. I don’t mind what he does to me. I crave it. And I’ll be damned if he tells me he doesn’t want me. I can see it in his eyes.
But what exactly he wants me for? That I have yet to know for sure.
A good fuck seems to be first on the list though. And I can’t argue with that.
“I don’t get nervous.”
“Everyone gets nervous.” The words slip out of my mouth and I tell him about a study my friend Rae told me about. She’s a psychology major and she told me about public speakers and how even professional public speakers’ adrenaline levels spike when they get on the stage. Everyone gets nervous. “There’s no denying it.”
“If you say so, Addison.” That’s all I get from him as the night air seems to get colder and I shiver. That’s when I notice he’s still holding my hand.
“This doesn’t make you nervous? It doesn’t make you question if … if we should be doing this?” I lift up our clasped hands and he lets me, but he doesn’t stop walking.
“Why shouldn’t we?” he responds, but I hear the hard edge in his voice. He knows.
“There are so many reasons,” I tell him and look straight ahead.
“Can I tell you a secret?” he whispers and the way he does it makes me giggle. A silly little girl giggle that would embarrass me if I wasn’t on the left side of tipsy.
“Anything,” I breathe.
“I was jealous that Tyler got to have you.”
I nearly stumble and my smile slips. That erratic beating in my chest makes me want to reach up and pound on my heart to knock it off.
He continues once I get my footing back. “You were too young and Tyler got to you first.”
I walk with my lips parted, but not knowing what to say or do.
Daniel’s arm moves to my waist as his steps slow and I look up to see a row of houses. Cute little houses a few blocks from the university campus. They’re the type of houses that come equipped with white picket fences and for the second time in fifteen minutes, I nearly trip.
“How drunk are you?” Daniel questions with a serious tone.
“Sorry, not that drunk,” I answer him as we walk up the paved drive to the front door of a cute house with blue shutters. My heart won’t knock it off, but I ignore it and change the subject. “This is your place?”
“Just renting.”
I nod my head and as much as that makes sense, it’s also one less thing to question. And now I find myself on the front steps of Daniel’s place, with his hand on mine. Drunk after I’ve confessed to him how I feel.
Not the smartest thing I’ve ever done, and not the best decision I’ve made in my life.
But maybe I’ll wake up in five minutes, and this will just be another one of my dreams.
My breathing comes in pants as Daniel lets his hand travel lower down my back and I instantly heat everywhere for him. My heart pounds and my blood pressure rises. I’m almost afraid of how my body is reacting so intensely. He has to see it, but if he does, he doesn’t let on.
I don’t need Rae or a shrink or anyone to tell me I’m going to regret this. I know that already.
Maybe I can blame it on the alcohol.
Or the sudden flood of memories.
Sleep deprivation, that’s a good excuse too.
I don’t care what I blame it on. So long as it happens. I wanted him for so long, even if it was from a distance. An unrequited and forbidden lust, not love. I refuse to believe it was love.
I lost the chance long ago to have what I always wanted. There’s no way I won’t push for it now.
I watch as Daniel reaches for the doorknob but stops, dropping his hand and directing his gaze to me.
“What are you thinking?” Daniel asks me and instinctively I look up at him, swallowing hard and licking my lips. I love how his eyes flicker to them and I hesitantly reach up, spearing my fingers through his hair.
And he lets me.
He lowers his lips and gently brushes them against mine although he doesn’t kiss me yet. The lingering scents of whiskey and vodka mingle with my lust and love of bad decisions, giving me a heady feeling.

“I ALWAYS KNEW you were bad for me,” I whisper against his lips as he bends down to kiss me. To actually press his hot lips against mine this time. His tongue demands entrance, licking against the seam of my lips and I grant him his wish. The heated kiss is short-lived and I’m left breathless.
I can feel his smile as he pulls away, taking the key from his pocket and licking his lower lip. I love how he does it like that. Slow and sensual and like he’s hiding a secret that thrills him to no end.
“Bad for you doesn’t even begin to cover it, Addison.”





CHAPTER 38
Daniel

Barely contained.
Everything about me is barely contained. All I can think about is ripping off Addison’s clothes and finally getting inside her tight cunt. I know she wants me. She’s sighing softly every time I let my skin touch hers, filling the night air with her little pants of need.
Tiny touches. It started out as a way to tease her as we walked back to the house I’m renting. Little caresses that made me smile at her desperation.
She’s so responsive. So needy.
I can’t fucking stand it.
I’ve always known I was selfish. It’s something my father said I inherited from him. He looked at me with pride when he said it too.
Tonight I’m going to take advantage of that particular trait of mine.
The front door swings open and it’s pitch black inside. I don’t waste my time stumbling for a light in the foyer.
I’m fucking her in my bed. I’ve already decided that.
“Daniel--” Addison gasps my name as I pick her up with one arm, forcing her legs to wrap around my hips. The door slams shut and I lock it as I crush my lips against hers.
My name. She’s gasping my name. She’ll scream it too. Hearing that hauntingly sweet voice say my name as if it’s the only word meant to fall from her lips is everything I’ve ever wanted. Fucking music to my ears.
She moans into my mouth and then pulls away to breathe, her neck arching as I press my stiff erection against her heat, pushing her into the door and nipping at her neck.
“Upstairs,” I groan against her hot skin although she doesn’t have a choice in the matter. I’ve only said it to remind myself that I’m not fucking her here.
Not just yet. Only seconds away. Only seconds.
I take the stairs two at a time, making her cling to me. My heart feels as though it’s losing control, beating chaotically. All the blood in my body must be in my dick. Her lips crash against my neck over and over and her nails dig into my shoulders through my shirt.
“Daniel,” she moans and my name on her lips is a sin. I kick the bedroom door open and moonlight is shining through the blinds, giving me everything I need to see all of this.
I want to remember every detail. I can barely breathe and the alcohol is coursing through my blood, but I will remember every fucking detail of this night.
The bed groans with her surprised gasp as I toss her onto it and pull my shirt over my shoulders. She’s still trying to get her balance as I kick off my pants and crawl on the bed to get to her. My breaths are coming in short and frantic. I’d be embarrassed, but Addison is just the same. She’s just as eager and there isn’t a thing in this world that could make me feel more desire than the way she stares back at me with nothing but lust.
Something tears as I pull at her dress, ripping it off her shoulders and down her body. Before I take her panties off her to join the puddle of clothes by the bed, I cup her hot pussy as I kiss her again. And this time it’s me that moans into her mouth.
My dick is already impossibly hard, and precum is leaking from me at the feel of the silken fabric beneath my fingers, hot and damp with her arousal.
I don’t bother to take them off gently. But I never thought I would either. Shredding them with my hands, I ignore her gasp of surprise and quickly lower my mouth to her cunt.
She falls back onto the mattress, spearing her fingers through my hair as I lick her from her entrance to her clit.
So fucking sweet. Sweeter than the shots. Sweeter than the trace of wine on her lips as she kissed me.
There’s not enough time in a single night for everything I want to do to her. I barely pull myself off her clit to shove two fingers inside of her. I’m not gentle as I finger fuck her, thrusting as deep as I can go.
Her back arches, threatening to pull her pussy away from me, but I pin her hip down and curl my fingers up to stroke against her front wall. The sweet, strangled moans are everything I need and everything I’ve ever wanted.
I pause for only a second to watch her reaction. How her eyes are half-lidded but she’s staring at me. Her dark green eyes meet mine and I press my thumb to her swollen nub to see her throw her head back in pleasure. Her pussy clenches around my fingers with need.
“So tight,” I say with reverence.
“It’s been a while,” she breathes out while writhing.

I ALMOST ASK HOW LONG.
Almost.
There’s a small voice in the back of my head that keeps hissing that she doesn’t belong to me and when she utters those words, I’m acutely aware of how my brother had her first.
He might have been her first, but I’ll ruin her.
I’ll make her mine and make her forget about any other man who’s touched her.
My dick throbs with a nearly unbearable pain from the desire to be inside her. To thrust into her and take her exactly how I’ve been picturing since I saw her four nights ago.
My fingers wrap around her throat, and at the same time I palm my dick.
“I want you to look at me,” I tell her although I’m breathing heavily. I feel her swallow against my grip and then she nods. Lining up my dick, I press the head between her folds and she shudders beneath me.
Her soft moan vibrates against my hand and then I slam all of me inside of her. Every bit of me, and I watch her eyes widen and her mouth drop open with a sharp gasp.
Fuck! She feels too good and she immediately spasms around my dick. I can’t move or breathe. If I do, I’ll cum with her without a second thought.
It takes every ounce of control I have to keep my eyes on hers. To watch her so I can remember this forever.
Her body trembles as she tries to bow her back, but I’m holding her down, making her take it all. Her hands reach up to her neck. Her nails are digging into my fingers as I thrust again and again, tightening my grip but still letting her breathe. Yes! I love how she lets me own her body. Mine. All mine.
Her cunt tightens around my cock to the point where it’s fucking strangling me the way I am her. The room is filled with the noises of me fucking her relentlessly.
I loosen my grip as I pound into her and she sucks in a deep breath. Feeling her pant and struggle against me, my lips slam against hers. With her chest pressed against me, I can feel her heart beating just as hard against mine.
Her nails rake down my arms and I can tell she isn’t sure if she wants to cling to me for dear life or shove me away. I lift my lips from hers to breathe and she screams out my name with reverence. Her reaction only makes me fuck her harder, with every ounce of energy in me. Mine.
My fingers dig into her hips as I keep up my ruthless pace, each stroke taking me higher and higher to a pleasure that nearly makes me cum. My toes curl and I struggle to breathe, but I put every bit of energy into looking into her eyes.
As she screams out my name, her teeth clench and her heels dig into my ass. Her nails break the skin at my lower back as she cums violently on my dick.
My body begs me to give in and bury my head in the crook of her neck as I cum inside of her, but I can’t. Not yet.
Mine. The word slips from my lips as she screams out my name again. Her back arches while she struggles beneath me, shoving against my chest.
“Look at me,” I command her as I shove myself deep within her, all the way to the hilt, pausing for the first time since I’ve entered her. My dick slams against the back of her warmth, stretching her and forcing her lips to make a perfect “O.”
Her eyes meet mine, dilated with a wildness to them I’ve never seen. I brush my pubic hair against her clit, angling just slightly and rocking. Just to see how much she can take.
“Daniel,” she whimpers my name as she thrashes her head from side to side, cumming again even though I’ve stilled inside of her. Her pussy clenches and tries to milk my cock. And I groan from deep in my chest at the sensation. “Fuck,” I mutter then hold my breath and tense my body.
Not yet. I can’t cum yet.
It’s only once her release has passed and her body is still that I move again.
One more. One more is all I can take.
My forehead rests on the mattress above her shoulder and I gently kiss her soft skin although she flinches from the sensation. Even that’s too much for her. She’s already cumming again.
I ride through her orgasm, pounding into her heat and with each thrust the word mine escapes between my clenched teeth.
Even as I cum deep inside of her, not breathing, not moving with the only exception being the pulsing of my dick. Even in that moment I whisper the word against the shell of her ear. Mine.
   
I’VE NEVER BEEN able to sleep well.
Some people aren’t meant to be heavy sleepers.
So instead of trying to sleep, I watch Addison in the dark. My eyes adjust easily and with the moonlight shining through the slats of the blinds, I can see every feature of hers clearly. I can see the gentle rise and fall of her chest with her steady breathing and the little dip in her collar that begs me to kiss it.
I’d forgotten how badly I wanted her all those years ago. The thrill of having her near and the desire to hold on to her outweighed the memories. But seeing her beauty so close and the beast inside me sated, there’s no denying the attraction.
No one has ever held my attention like Addison. No one makes me forget like she does. Nothing else matters when she’s near me. Only the need to make sure she knows that I see her, that I feel her, that I want her.
And now I have her.
A deep rumble of satisfaction leaves my chest. Addison mirrors me in her sleep, a sweet moan slipping through her lips as she nuzzles closer to me. But then she stiffens.
My body tenses at her reaction.
I watch her lashes flutter and the realization show in her expression. Shock is evident on her face as she slowly lifts up her body, bracing herself on one palm. Covering her chest with the sheet, her lips part and her forehead pinches. She clenches her thighs and I’ve never been so proud in my fucking life.
There’s a warmth in my body, knowing how I took her as if her body was mine alone to ruin.
It’s been hours, hours of me simply watching her so close to me and memorizing the curves of her body. And she can still feel me inside of her.
With the ghost of a whimper on her lips, she slowly slips off the mattress, ignoring how it dips and could wake me. As if she wouldn’t mind me waking.
My heart stutters and the hint of happiness in my expression falls. She’s leaving? The fuck she is.
“What are you doing?” My voice is sharp in the still night air and it startles her. But only enough that she turns to face me. With one hand splayed across her chest and the other covering her bare pussy, she looks from me to the pile of her clothes on the floor.
Seeing her naked, and even better, trying to hide that nakedness from me makes my spent dick hard in an instant. I’m already eager for more of her. The slit of my cock is wet with precum and my thick shaft twitches at the thought of taking her again. I can keep her here. She’ll stay. I fucking know she will.
“I have to go,” she speaks softly, her words a murmur.
“You don’t have to do anything but get back in my bed,” I command her and then let my eyes roam down her body, making sure she knows exactly what I want. “Lie down.”
She hesitates, but only for a moment. And then she lowers herself slowly, first leaning on her elbow and then nestling into the covers. That warmth comes back as soon as she’s back where she belongs. The trace of the fear of losing her and the sickening feeling that she’s leaving are both still present, but muted.
As soon as she’s settled, staring up at me in the darkness with the moonlight highlighting her face, I lean down and kiss her on the lips. Not a gentle kiss, and not a goodnight kiss either.
She’s breathless when I pull back and my own chest heaves for air, but I speak calmly, with the control I’ve come to expect.
“Spread your legs for me,” I tell her and before her back is even settled, she does as she’s told. Her thighs part so easily as a blush covers her skin and her eyes shine with the same hunger I remember from so long ago.
I take her by surprise, shoving my hand between her thighs and thrusting my fingers into her cunt. Slamming my lips down on hers, I silence her screams. Her back bows and she squirms under me, trying to get away from the intensity.
Pinning her hip down, I keep her where I want her and finger fuck her until she’s screaming into my mouth. My teeth sink into her lip and then nip along her jaw, all while I’m enjoying her cries of pleasure and how tight her pussy gets when it spasms around my thick fingers. With my thumb on her clit, I don’t stop until she’s breathless and can no longer make a sound as she cums on my hand. Her body’s still trembling when I finally thrust myself deep inside of her.
And it’s my name on her lips.
My dick wrapped in her warmth.
My bed she sleeps in.
All mine.





CHAPTER 39
Addison

Five years ago

I know I should stop this. My belly aches with this disgust. I hate myself for it.
For using Tyler as a distraction.
We go out every day, taking pictures of all sorts of things. The project is over, but he keeps asking if I want to go. And I never tell him no.
It’s better than going back to the Brauns’ place.
“Let’s go over there,” Tyler says and points toward a run-down path in the woods behind the park. We’re at the far end of the park and I know this area. In front of us is the creek and if we go left and walk half a mile or so, we’ll end up at the highway line and can follow that back to the parking lot. There are running trails along the way too. Although I don’t like to run. I just walk and take pictures. I like doing that with Tyler.
One step to follow him. Two steps and he reaches for my hand.
I slip mine inside of his and he squeezes tight when he holds it. It’s a little thing, but he really holds my hand like he means it. And that sick feeling in my stomach feels like nothing compared to the bittersweet sensation in my heart. I’m not sure if it’s really pain or what it is.
I want more of it though.
A part of me knows it’s selfish. That part’s quiet as fallen branches crack beneath our weight and we stop at a clearing on the edge of the creek.
“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, staring out at the bubbling brook. It’s the softest shade of blue although it gets darker where it’s deeper.
“Like you,” he says and gives me a charming smile. When he lets go of my hand to take his jacket off and lays it on the ground, those feelings mix, and the resulting brew is something I don’t know how to handle.
But Tyler knows my secrets, and he’s seen me in those moments I wish I didn’t have. The ones where I cry and sometimes it’s hard to know what’s caused the outburst.
I swear I used to be happy. I used to be normal. But I’ll never be normal again.
Although Tyler’s jacket is laid flat, he sits next to it in the dirt and beckons me, patting the fabric and looking up at me with big puppy dog eyes. He doesn’t ask much of me, but I can’t help feeling like today may be different.
My shoulders hunch in a little as I sit down and tuck my hair behind my ear.
It takes everything in me to look at him. To look at Tyler and try to gauge his intention.
“Do you want to sleep with me?” I ask him bluntly.
He lets out a bark of a laugh and rests his forearms on his knees as he looks out onto the creek. Looking back at me he answers, “I read once, I think in a biology book, that teenage guys are horny as fuck.”
I can’t help the smile that cracks on my face at his joke. That’s the way Tyler handled anything serious. He’d just make a joke and deflect.
“Seriously though,” I say then wipe the palms of my hands on my knees instead of looking at him as I continue, “I don’t get why you keep coming out with me.”
He shrugs. “I like spending time with you,” he tells me.
“So you don’t want to get into my pants.”
“I definitely want to fuck you.”
I’m shocked by his candor. Tyler’s … careful around me. I feel like he considers each word carefully before speaking to me. Like if he says the wrong thing, I’d run. And that’s not too far from the truth.
“You haven’t tried anything … though.”
“Don’t confuse my patience for a lack of interest.” The second the words slip from him, Tyler lets out a genuine laugh. “Of all the dirty things I could say, that’s what gets you to blush?”
It’s only then that I feel the heat in my cheeks. It matches other places too.
Minutes pass with both of us taking small glances at each other, watching the sunset descend behind the forest with shades of orange and red in the clear blue sky. He even tosses a few twigs and rocks into the creek. He tries to skip them, but he’s not very good at it.
“I think you’d like it if I kissed you here.” He almost mumbles his words when he catches me staring at him. They’re spoken so low and nearly absently.
His lips brush along my neck and desire sweeps through my body unexpectedly. Both of my hands move up to his chest and I push away from his overwhelming touch with my lips parted, my breath stolen.
He blinks away the lust in his gaze and slowly a smile forms on his face. “I knew you’d like it.”
As I bite my lip, he leans forward cautiously, judging my reaction and then he does it again. His lips kiss over every part of my neck and up to the soft spot behind my ear.
…

AND THAT’S why I slept with Tyler. He said and did everything that made sleeping with him feel like it was right and meant to be.
As soon as we started walking back to his truck, that sick feeling returned. And I began to think that tomorrow he’d be different. That he’d gotten what he wanted, so he wouldn’t want to be with me anymore.
But I was wrong again. He held me tighter. Talked to me sweeter. And loved me harder than before.
Tyler was patient. He didn’t look at me as if I was broken, but he treated me like breaking me would be the worst sin in the world.
I could never tell him no.
Even if I still thought of his brother in ways I shouldn’t have.
   
YOU SHOULDN’T COMPARE LOVERS.
Certainly not brothers.
It was a fantasy come alive to feel Daniel’s skin against mine. To finally know what it’s like to writhe under him.
But that’s all he can ever be. A fantasy.
One that I’m prolonging by letting the days blend together in a whirlwind of alcohol and sex. He messages me where to meet and I go. We drink. We fuck. There are no more awkward conversations of our past, but the reminder stays deep in the pit of my stomach.
I’m not stupid. Daniel’s no good. And this thing between us is merely two people giving in to a pipe dream we had long ago.
It’s all-consuming and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
But the moment this cloud of lust and bliss dissipates, I’ll be left with the sobering truth.
I’ve given myself to a man who’s only ever seen me as a plaything.
I’ve slept with someone who should truly hate me for being the reason his brother is dead.
And the events I’ve allowed to occur are something that should shame me for a lifetime.
There’s no getting around those hard facts. But it’s nice to ignore them for a while and in the moments when Daniel’s with me, it feels different. It feels like nothing else exists.
And when your world is made of nothing but painful memories you’re constantly trying to outrun, it’s a relief for nothing else to exist.
Well, nothing but this flutter in my chest and this ache between my thighs. I love it. I love feeling this way even if nervousness and tiny bits of fear creep in.
It was better than I ever could have imagined. Even when I woke up alone in the morning. Even as I took the bus home with my hair a mess and still in the clothes from the night before.
A walk of shame had never felt so fucking good.
I bite down on my lip to keep the smile on my face from being too smug.
It was something I know I’ll regret, but right now all I’m going to do is love this horrible mistake.
Over and over again.
The spoon clangs against the ceramic mug as I stir in the sugar for my tea. I need caffeine badly. I’ve slept soundly for the past three days, two of them in Daniel’s bed, only to be woken up on occasion and fucked into the mattress. It feels good to be back at my apartment though, where I can rest undisturbed. He had a meet last night so I slept alone, which is a good thing. I’m too sore for any more of Daniel right now.
A smile graces my face as I lift the mug to my lips.
I blow across the top of the mug, breathing in the calming smell of the black tea and avoiding the hot steam. With my eyes closed I feel like I could go back to bed right now.
My little moment is interrupted by the sound of my phone going off. It’s a distinct noise and I know exactly who it is by the tone. It’s from an app that allows you to text people overseas for cheap. Which means it’s Rae.
The mug hits the counter a little more aggressively than I’d like, sloshing a touch of tea on the counter as I reach for my phone.
“Shit,” I mumble under my breath, but I don’t bother with it. I need to talk to Rae.
How are you love? Miss you.
She always calls me love. She says things like cheeky and cow too. I love the diction of the United Kingdom and their accents. A very big part of me misses her and the small farm town she lives in. But it will never be home for me.
I message her back, Miss you to pieces. How’s your mom?
I wait with my eyes on the screen and my lips pursed. She doesn’t write back quickly so I busy myself with cleaning up the spill and having another sip of tea. Rae’s mom is going through some health issues. I know it’s been a pain in the ass for both of them. Or arse if it’s Rae talking about it.
Mum’s fine. Happy for now and enjoying the time off work. How have you been?
I start to text her everything from the very beginning, but then delete it. And then I try once more, but the words don’t come out quite right. Before I can even message her anything, she texts again.
I’m thinking of going back to that bar in Leeds and having another go at the boy bands there. Made me think of you.
The reminder makes me smile and spreads a sense of warmth and ease through me. Enough that I reply simply, I think I’m seeing someone. But I’m not sure if it’s good or bad.
“Seeing someone” might be a stretch. It’s just fucking. I’m smart enough to know that.
She writes back quickly this time. Spill it.
You already know him. Well, of him. It’s Daniel.
I feel a momentary pang of guilt, like I’ve betrayed him. As if saying what’s between us out loud will ruin it. Because no one else will understand.

TYLER’S BROTHER?
I stare at her response and feel that spike of chagrin and shame I should have known was coming.
Yes.
It’s all I can write back. The mug trembles slightly in my hands, but I ignore it, taking a drink although now the heat feels different on my lips. Less soothing and less comforting. Even if it isn’t lukewarm yet.
Seeing him? she questions.
I put the mug back down and gather up the courage to try to make her understand. She knows everything. Including how I left Tyler because of what I felt for Daniel. What I thought was one-sided and an indication of how awful a person I was. All I had to do was love Tyler back. Instead I ruined what we were over dirty thoughts I couldn’t stop.
We ran into each other. And I told him how I felt about him.
A moment passes, and then another. And that feeling in my gut and heart keeps at it. Twisting and squeezing until I feel wrung out. I wish I could say I don’t care what she thinks about this. But she’s the only person I have left. I’m careful not to get too close to anyone. Everyone I love dies. So it’s best I don’t let people in. Rae is the only exception.
How do you feel about it?
I let out a single chuckle, like a breath of a laugh at her response. I text back, You sound like a shrink.
You sound like you might need one.
Her response makes the small bit of relief wash away. Maybe I do.
I just worry about you, she texts me and then adds, I know it has to bring back memories and other unpleasant things.
It does. But it also feels like a relief in a way. And so much more than that.
Are you dating? she asks.
I roll my eyes at that question. She knows better. I don’t date.
She sends back an emoji rolling its eyes and a genuine snicker leaves me.
Just take care of yourself, will you?
She’s a good friend and I know better than to think she’d be anything other than concerned.
You burst my bubble, I tell her and I really mean it.
   
Five years ago

TYLER’S LIPS slip down to the crook of my neck. He knows just the spot that makes me wet for him.
My palms push against his chest and the motion makes my body sink deeper into the mattress beneath him.
“Spread your legs.” He gives the command against my skin, making me hotter … needier. But my eyes dart to the door and then back to him.
“But your brothers,” I whisper as if my words are a secret.
Tyler pulls away, breathless and panting with need. He always makes love to me wildly. Like it’s all he needs. Each time is quick, but he takes care of me first. I bite down on my bottom lip as he hovers over me and then looks over his shoulder at the door.
“They don’t care,” he tells me and I can only swallow the lump in my throat.
One brother cares. I know he does. He looks at me like I’m a whore whenever I stay over here. And I haven’t even slept with Tyler under the Cross roof yet.
“I don’t want them to think I’m staying over just so we can have sex.”
“They don’t think that.” Tyler smiles and brushes the hair from my face as I pull the covers up closer around me. I still have my nightgown on; Tyler’s just pulled the fabric up around my waist.
“What if they think I’m using you so I don’t have to go back home? Like I’m spreading my legs just so I can have a place to stay.” I heard a girl say that at school a week ago and the thought hasn’t left me. It’s true I don’t want to go back. But I’m not a whore either.
“I have to fucking beg you to stay here, Addie. They can hear that. They know that. And we’ve been dating for how long now?”
Almost six months to the day he first tapped on my shoulder in science class.
The uneasiness still doesn’t leave me and I stare at the door until Tyler’s hand cups my chin.
“We can be quiet,” he whispers and lowers his lips to mine.
My eyes close and I let myself feel his warmth and comfort.
“Just kiss me,” he tells me as he slips his hand between my legs, parting my thighs for him.
I keep my eyes shut and try to be quiet. My muffled moans carried through the walls though and so did the unmistakable sounds and steady rhythm of Tyler fucking me.
I know because of the way Daniel looked at me late that night when I snuck into the hall to use the bathroom.
My hand was on the doorknob when he opened his bedroom door. Caught in his heated gaze, I couldn’t move; I couldn’t breathe. He let his stare trail down my nightgown before looking back into my eyes.
I’ll never forget the way my body heated for him and how my heart pounded. I thought he was going to punish me, to pin me against the wall and make me scream. That’s the way he would have fucked me. The kind of sex where you can’t keep quiet.
Instead of doing or saying anything, Daniel turned around, going straight back into his room.
I sat in the bathroom for the longest time, feeling like the worst thing in the world. Like a whore and a fraud and an ungrateful bitch.
I snuck out in my nightgown, with my clothes clenched into a ball in my hand and drove home as quickly as I could.
I didn’t go back to the Cross house for weeks. And the next time I let Tyler fuck me in his bed, I wasn’t quiet about anything.





CHAPTER 40
Daniel
   
It’s cute how she keeps looking at me like she’s waiting for me to walk away. Like how yesterday she was surprised that I told her to come over. I’ll never forget the shy look on her face. How her eyes scanned mine and she was hesitant to come back in.
So long as I’m in this small town, she needs to be in my bed. Every second I can have her. Our one-night stand turned into one week … turned into two.
I’ve waited for so long to have her. Did she think I’d have my fill of her so quickly?
As she stretches on my bed, the sheet slips and reveals more of her back, along with the curve of her waist.
I could get used to this. Waking up with her in my bed, going to sleep alongside her.
If I could keep her here forever, I would.
“That was nice,” she whispers as she rolls back over and lays her hand on my bare chest. Her finger traces up to the dip below my throat then moves lower, and lower still. Stirring my already spent dick back to life.
“Be careful what you ask for,” I warn her in a rough timbre as I hold back a groan.
I can feel her smile against my shoulder and then she laughs sweetly.
“I think I need a shower first,” she says.
“You’ll need another when I’m done with you.” I don’t miss the way her legs scissor under the sheets at my comment.
“Shower first,” she says as if she’s decided. Had I slept well at all last night, I’d slip my tongue between her thighs and convince her otherwise. But the meeting location changed yesterday and then again. It seems the message I’ve been waiting on Marcus to deliver has changed as well and Carter’s on edge with what’s coming our way.
The unwanted thought is what motivates me to get up. I’ve been in a daze with Addison. She’s a distraction.
I crack my neck and stretch my arms before getting out of bed with a twisted feeling in my gut.
With my back to Addison, she traces the small scar on the bottom of my shoulder. A scar I’ve long since forgotten. There are a few really, but they’re faint. Only one is easily seen.
“How’d you get that?” she asks me and I clench my jaw as I stand up.
She always liked my father. He was a good man … to her at least. And maybe the family business wouldn’t have survived if he hadn’t been so hard on Carter and me.
“I popped off to my father,” I explain, keeping it short and simple as I get off the bed and grab a pair of boxer briefs from the dresser. My voice sounds strained even to my own ears.
My dick’s already hard and wanting more of her, but the unpleasant reminder of my childhood makes me want to bury myself in work. I have an encrypted file I should look over with details for a big shipment coming in next week. It includes a list of new hires and Carter always gets wary when it comes to new people unloading stock.
“You popped off?” she asks and I turn around to the sound of her saddened voice. My stomach twists when I see her expression. Like she can’t believe my father would have ever struck me.
She has no idea.
“I should have known better.” My words don’t do a thing to change the look in her eyes and when they move from the thin scattering of silver scars on my back to my own gaze, all I see is sympathy. And I don’t fucking want it. Not from anyone, and sure as fuck not from her.
“Leave it alone, Addison.” I move back to the dresser for pants and a shirt, opening one drawer and slamming it shut before moving to the next.
“What did you say?” I hear her ask softly as I shut a third drawer, still not finding what I’m looking for. The fourth drawer slams shut harder than I intended.
“It doesn’t matter.” My response doesn’t faze her.
“I wouldn’t have thought he’d ever-”
“He saved that side of himself for Carter and me,” I say, cutting her off sharply before I can stop myself. Apparently the anger is stronger than I thought. Up until now I assumed the animosity was buried with him when he died.
“I’m sorry,” she says softly and it only amplifies my agitation.
The air is tense in the bedroom as I slip on a t-shirt and pajama pants, an old plaid flannel pair.
“Pass me one?” Addison asks, apparently ready to move on from the revelation that my father wasn’t the saint Tyler made him out to be.
I almost toss the black cotton Henley toward the bed, but instead I walk it to her. Letting her take it from me and when she does, her slender fingers brush against mine.
There’s nothing sexier than watching her pad around this place in nothing but my t-shirt. Her occupation means she can work anywhere, which means her ass is staying right here with me. For now.
Gripping her hand as she takes the shirt, I pull her closer to me and steal a quick kiss. And then another as I release her.
She props herself up on the bed, getting onto her knees and deepening the small kiss. As she bites gently on my bottom lip, she tangles both of her hands in my hair. I let myself fall forward, bracing my impact with one arm on either side of her.
She doesn’t open her eyes until she gives me a sweet peck right where she bit me. Her green eyes stare back at me for only a moment before she closes them again and brushes the tip of her nose against mine.
My fucking heart is a bastard for wanting to believe the kiss has anything to do with the conversation we just had. But it flips in my chest as if that little nudge and the fact that her eyes were closed meant everything in the world.
I’ve always had a bastard heart when it comes to her.
“I have to work,” I tell her and quickly bend down to plant a quick kiss on her temple. I’d better leave before I wind up doing nothing but staying in bed.
“So you don’t want to come with me to check out the campus?”
“I’m not sure there’s a polite way to say this, but fuck no.” It amazes me how easy it is to be candid with Addison. Maybe it’s because just like now, she isn’t offended or taken aback. She simply takes what I have to give and smiles.
“So you think I shouldn’t go here?” she asks and from her tone I know it’s a loaded question.
“Why would you?” I offer in rebuttal.
She breaks eye contact and shrugs, picking at a thread on the comforter. “It seems like a business degree would make sense.”
“You already have your business set up and it’s successful, isn’t it?”
“I’m doing well. How’d you know? You look me up?” she asks playfully, but I ignore her and the twinge in my chest.
“Then why bother?”
She peeks up at me over her shoulder with a defensive look on her face. “Well, why do you bother?”
Leaning forward, I lower my voice to answer her. “I don’t. I’m not staying.”
“You’re going home?” she asks and the very idea of home doesn’t quite sit right with me, but neither does the expression on her face. The hurt one that she can’t hide although I’m not sure she would bother even if she was aware of how transparent her emotions are.
“I’m working and that might lead me back to where we grew up.”
As I lower myself back onto the bed slowly, I question being so honest with her. The coy and curious nature I’ve come to enjoy from her turns timid. Like she’s walking into dangerous territory.
“Should I ask?” Her voice is quiet and she doesn’t look me in the eye.
“That depends on what you want to know.” She hasn’t asked a single question since we’ve started hooking up. She’s smart enough to know. Maybe smart enough to know not to ask too.
Finally, her gorgeous green eyes look back at me and she presses, “Would you tell me the truth if I did? Tyler never did.”
“Tyler wasn’t ever involved in anything serious.” I ignore how everything in me turns cold at the mention of his name. Being with Addison … knowing he was her first. It hurts to swallow as she keeps talking. Especially after the memory of my father. I don’t like to remember.
She answers me, “Your version of serious and mine are different, I think.”
The time passes as I fail to come up with a response. She doesn’t need to know about any of this shit. It would be better if she didn’t.
Another second. Another thought.
“Is that why you left him?” I ask her and although it hurts deep down in my core, I need to know if her idea of what he did for work is what made her leave him. I don’t say his name though.
“I don’t want to talk about that night.” Her answer comes out sharper than I expect. With a bite and a threat not to question her. It only makes me that much more curious.
“The night you broke things off?” I ask her to clarify. That night isn’t the one that haunts me. That’s not the night that’s unspeakable to me.
Addison stands on shaky legs with her back to me. Finding her packed bag and unzipping it as she speaks.
“I just don’t like thinking about how the last couple of times I saw him I was turning him away,” she says with a tinge of emotion I don’t like to hear. The kind of emotion that’s indicative of love.
A love I know for certain he had for her.
“You weren’t the first seventeen-year-old girl to end a high school relationship,” I remind her and also me. It was puppy love. That’s all it ever was.
“Yeah well, I didn’t know what it would lead to,” she says and her voice trembles as she slips on a pair of underwear and sweatpants.
I’m not sure I want to know the answer, but I have to ask. “So if you could go back?”
Addison’s quiet at my question and I walk toward her although her back is still to me. “If you could go back, you’d still be with him?” Her hesitation makes my muscles tighten. My fist clenches as a tic in my jaw spasms.
I’ve been kidding myself to think otherwise. Of course she’d be with him and not me. My breathing comes in ragged as she answers.
“If he were here now--” she starts to say, but I cut her off.
“He’s not, and he never will be.” The anger simmers. Everything that’s been pushed down for so long rises up quickly. All the years of control and denial.
The hate that my brother was taken from me. And the pain of knowing it was my fault and that I’ve never told a soul. I could tell her now. But I never would. It’s too late to confess.
Addison turns to face me with wide eyes. “Don’t say that.”
Maybe it’s the denial, the guilt that plagues me. But I sneer at her, “You think it’s easy for me? You got over his death far easier than I did.”
I don’t see the slap coming until the sting greets my cheek. My hand instinctively moves to where she’s struck me. I flex my jaw and feel the burn radiate down the side of my face.
Her beautiful countenance is bright red with anger and her eyes are narrowed. I’ve never seen her this full of rage. Never.
Her hands tremble as she yells at me.
“You don’t know how many nights his death haunted me!”
I do.
Her voice wavers and I know she’s on the verge of tears. The kind that paralyze you because they’re so overwhelming. But instead of giving in to grief, she screams at me.
“You don’t know how I blamed myself to the point where I begged God to just kill me and let me take his place.” She takes each breath in heavily.
I do.
Adrenaline rushes through my blood. The hate, the shame, and the unrelenting guilt surge within me. And I can’t say anything back. I can’t have this conversation with her.
When I don’t say anything, when I feel myself shutting down, she snaps. “Fuck you,” she tries to yell at me but her voice cracks as she grabs her bag and storms out of the room.
She doesn’t have her shoes on and she’s not wearing a bra under my shirt.
“You’re not leaving?” It’s meant to be a statement but the question is there in the undertone. All because I said she got over his death easier than I did? It’s a fact. I fucking know it is.
“Yes, I am,” she snaps as she turns around just as I walk up behind her. I have to halt my pace and take half a step back as she cranes her neck to bite out, “How dare you tell me that it was easy for me.”
“You don’t know-” I try to tell her that she has no idea how well I relate to her pain, but she doesn’t let me finish.
“Leave me alone.”
She angrily brushes under her eyes as she quickly descends the stairs with me right behind her. The front door is right there and she makes a beeline for it.
She’s out of her fucking mind if she thinks I’m letting her leave here like this. “Addison. Wait a fucking minute.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” she yells back and tries to whip open the door. My palm hits it first, slamming it back shut.
“You’re not leaving like this,” I warn her. My muscles are coiled, but it’s the fear making me wound so tight. She’s leaving. And she’s not coming back.
I can feel it in every inch of me.
“Yes, I am,” she replies, though with shaken confidence.
“The fuck you are.” My words are pushed through clenched teeth.
“If you respect me in any sense of the word, you will let me leave. Right now.”
“Addison, don’t do that.”
“I mean it, Daniel. I need to be alone right now.”
“I want to be there for you.” I don’t know how true the words are until I’ve said them. And oh, how fucking ironic they are.
“Well, you can’t.” She shuts me down.
Her green eyes stare up at me and all I can see is the same look she’d give Tyler when he was being clingy. The look that so obviously said she needed time and that she was overwhelmed. I get it now why he always hovered.
I’m afraid if I let her go now, she’s never coming back. I can’t lose her. Not again.
“I’m coming by tonight.” I give her the only compromise I’m capable of.
I lower my arm but she doesn’t respond. With a swift tug she pulls the door open and walks out, bare feet and all.
I stand in the doorway and watch her reach in her bag for flip-flops then put them on at the corner of the street.
She keeps looking over her shoulder, maybe to see if I’m coming for her.
And I am. She knows better than to think otherwise.
But I’ll let her get a head start.
   
Five years ago

HE HOVERS. Constantly hovering.
We all know why. It’s so fucking obvious every time he brings her around.
She’s waiting to run.
She’s cute and sweet, but there’s something about her that makes it almost painfully apparent that a kid like Tyler could never hold on to her. It would take a man to keep that cute little ass.
Just thinking that as I stand in the kitchen, watching the two of them in the dining room makes me feel like a pervert. She’s only sixteen, although her curves make her look like more of a woman and less of a girl.
He gives her little touches as they sit next to each other watching something on his laptop. Her laugh makes him smile.
He’s foolish to think she’ll stay with him. Girls like that don’t stay with men like us. He can keep pretending if he wants to. He can keep bringing her home and cuddling up with her because he doesn’t know how easy it is for people to shove you away.
She’ll shove, she’ll push, she’ll leave. And I can’t blame her.
Her shoulders shake as she laughs and leans into him. His broad smile grows and like the kid he is, he wraps his arm around her shoulders.
The smile dies when Addison leans forward and away.
He doesn’t know she needs space.
It’s not his fault though. Tyler has a lot to learn. Hard life lessons.
Like the ones I’ve had to endure.
Cancer took our mother and left us a bitter father who likes the belt a little too much. Not to mention a pile of bills that a single person couldn’t possibly afford. It’s taken years to turn my father’s small-time dealing into a thriving business. Years of destroying what little life I had left.
“Let’s not,” I hear Addison say and when I look up her eyes are on me. Caught in her gaze, I hold her there, but it doesn’t last long. Tyler’s always there to reclaim her attention.
A sense of loss runs through me, followed by disgust.
I haven’t been a good person in so long, maybe I’ve forgotten how. Or maybe I never was a good person to begin with.
“You and Carter going out tonight?” my father asks as he interrupts the view I have of Tyler and his girlfriend.
It’s only ever Carter and me. Never my other brothers. We’re the oldest, after all. The ones who need to pick up my father’s slack. The ones who pay these bills and make the business what it is.
We’re the ones who have to shoulder the burden. And really it’s Carter’s hard work and brutal business tactics that make any of this possible. It sure as fuck isn’t my father. He’s good at hiding his pain. But every time he remembers my mother, I know he copes with a different addiction. One that makes using that belt easier.
Only ever for Carter and me though.
“Yeah,” I tell him and wait for him to hint that he wants us to bring some of the supply back for his personal use. Friday marks four years since our mother’s been gone and I know a relapse is coming. He’ll disappear for days, maybe even weeks. It was worse when she first passed. I guess I should be grateful that he’s better now than he was then.
“Be careful coming home. I heard there’s a patrol on the east side so maybe come up the back way after you get the shipment.”
A second passes and then another before I nod.
Some days I wonder if he cares for me anymore. He was always a hard man. But when Mom passed, he was nothing but angry. The years have maybe changed him to be less full of hate. But it doesn’t mean he has anything in him to take its place.
I give him another nod and look past him as the sound of Tyler and Addison getting up from the table catches my attention.
My father glances over his shoulder in the direction I’m staring and then turns back to me. He only shakes his head and makes to leave, but I hear him mutter, “She isn’t yours.”
I hate him even more in this moment. Because he’s right.
The sad, pretty girl doesn’t belong to me.
No matter how much I think she’d take my pain away.





CHAPTER 41
Addison

I wonder what the girl I used to be would think of me.
The girl who still had both her parents and a life worth living for.
I think she’d make up excuses for my poor behavior. She’d say I was sad, but she has no idea how pathetic I am.
Grief isn’t static. It’s not a point on a chart where you can say, “Here, at this time, I grieved.” Because grief doesn’t know time. It comes and goes as it pleases, then small things taunt it back into your life. The memories haunt you forever and carry the grief with them. Yes, grief is carried. That’s a good way to put it.
I pull a pillow on the sofa into my lap and stare at the television screen although my eyes are puffy and sore and I don’t even know what’s on.
Playing with the small zipper on the side of the pillow absently, I think about what happened. How it all unraveled.
I think it started with his scar, the past being brought up. But just like scars, some of our past will never leave us. The old wounds were showing. That’s what it was really about.
I always knew Daniel was broken in ways Tyler wasn’t. But I didn’t know about his father. I didn’t know any of that. I don’t even know if Tyler knew.
But what happened between Daniel and me, that … I don’t even have a word for it. It was like a light switch being turned off. Everything was fine, better than fine. Then darkness was abrupt and sudden, with no way to escape.

MY EYES DART to the screen as a commercial appears and its volume is louder than whatever show or movie was playing. I sniffle as I flick the TV off and look at my phone again.
I’m sorry. Daniel messaged me earlier and I do believe he is, but I don’t know if that will be enough. My happy little bubble of lust has been popped and the self-awareness isn’t pretty.
I’m sorry too. It’s all I can say back to him and he reads it. But there’s nothing left for either of us to say now. I wonder if this will be the end of us.
We can’t have a conversation about the bad things that have happened. That’s the simple truth. It’s awkward, tense. And we can’t escape the moments coming up in conversation. There’s no way getting around that.
It’s easy to blame it on my past. On things I had no control over and things I can’t change.
It’s a lot like what I did when I left Dixon Falls. But really I was running, just like I had been since the day my parents died. Tyler was a distraction, a pleasant one that made me feel something other than the agonizing loneliness that had turned me bitter.
And then there was Daniel. He left me breathless and wanting, and that’s a hard temptation to run away from.
I’m woman enough to admit that.
So sure, I can blame it on our past.
It’s easy to blame it on grief, but it’s still a lie. It’s because neither of us can talk about what happened.
I startle at the vibration of the phone on the coffee table.
My heart beats hard with each passing second; all the while a long-lost voice in the back of my head begs me to answer a simple question. What am I doing?
Or maybe the right question is, What did I expect?
My gaze drifts across each photo on the far wall of the living room and it stops on three. Each of the photos meant something more when I took them. There are a little more than a dozen in total. Each photographed in a moment of time when I knew I was changing.
I keep them hung up because they look pretty from a distance; the pictures themselves are pleasant and invoke warm feelings.
More than that, the photos are a timeline of moments I never want to forget. I refuse to let myself forget.
But the three I keep staring at are so relevant to how I feel in this moment.
The first photo was taken at my parents’ grave. Just a simple picture really, small forget-me-nots that had sprouted in the early spring. There was a thin layer of snow on the ground, but they’d already pushed through the hard dirt and bloomed. Maybe they knew I was coming and wanted to make sure I saw them.
In the photo you can’t even tell they’ve bloomed on graves. The photo is cropped short and close. But I’ll always remember that the flowers were on my parents’ grave.
Tyler was with me when I took it. It wasn’t the first, second or even the third time we’d gone out. But it was the first time I’d cried in such a long time and the one friend I’d met and trusted was there to witness it. I thought I was being sly asking him to drive to a cemetery hours away. Back to where I’d grown up. I hadn’t been there in so long, but on that day when Tyler said we could go anywhere, I told him about the angel statue at the front of a cemetery I’d once seen that would be perfect for the photography project.
I didn’t tell him that my parents were buried there, but he found out shortly after we arrived.
Part of me will forever be his for how he handled that day. For letting me cry and holding me. For not forcing me to talk, but being there when I was ready to.
Like I said, I never deserved him.
The second is a picture of the first place I’d rented after I ran away from Dixon Falls. I went from place to place, spending every cent I’d gathered over the years and not staying anywhere any longer than I had to. Until I found this farm cottage in the UK and met Rae.
She’s such the opposite of me in every way. And she reminded me of Tyler. The happiness and kindness, the fact that she never stopped smiling and joking. Some people just do that to you … and because of it, I stayed. For a long time.
She’s the one who took me to the bar in Leeds where I kissed another boy for the first time after Tyler’s death.
She’s the one who showed me how to really market my photography and introduced me to a gallery owner. She made me want to stay in that little cottage I’d rented for much longer than I’d planned. But feeling so happy and having everything be too easy felt wrong. It was wrong that I could move on and it made me feel like what had happened in the past was right, when I knew without a doubt that it wasn’t.
It would never be right and that realization made me see Tyler everywhere all over again. I needed to leave. It was okay to remember, but it wasn’t okay to forget. And I did leave. Each place I stopped at was closer and closer to Dixon Falls. At first I didn’t realize it. But when I picked this university, I was keenly aware that I’d only be hours away.
The third picture is only a silhouette I took in Paris.
I don’t know the people.
It’s the shadows of four men standing outside of a church with a deep sunset behind them.
From a distance, all I could see were the Cross boys. And I took picture after picture, snapping away as quickly as I could. As if they’d vanish if I stopped. I wanted them back badly. I wanted them to forgive me and tell me it was alright. After all, they were the only family I had for a long time and just like my parents, I lost them.
That picture hurts the most. Because there should be five people in the shot. And because when the men did leave the hilltop behind the church and come closer, they weren’t the Cross boys and I knew in that moment I’d never see them again. Daniel was never going to show up for me to stare at from a distance. It would never be them, no matter how much I prayed for it to happen.
Three pretty pictures, mixed in with the others. All hues of indigo, my favorite color, and all seemingly serene and beautiful. But each a memory of something that’s made me the person I am.
My phone vibrates with the reminder of the most recent message. It’s Daniel, of course. Come over.
I need to work, I text him and snort at his immediate response. No you don’t.
I do, in fact, need to work. I could easily work at his place. That’s what I’ve been doing and I actually enjoy it. I love it when he kisses my shoulder and tells me what he thinks of the photo I’m working on. He makes me feel less alone and he understands how I see the pictures and why they mean so much to me.
I want to apologize.
You did and I get it, I tell him even though it makes the ache in my chest that much deeper.
Please, just give me another chance.
Please is another word I’m not used to hearing from Daniel and as much as I want to give in, I need a little time.
I really do have to work. We can meet up next week. As I press send, I realize I’m caving in. Simply prolonging what is sure to end. But then I remember the men by the church. If I could go back in time and make them stand there forever so I’d never have to face the fact that they weren’t the Crosses, I would.
It hurts deep in my chest. Denial is a damning thing.
And that’s what this is, isn’t it? Just a futile attempt to deny that we could ever exist without our past tearing us apart.
The phone sits there silent, indicating no new message from him although I know he sees my response. Picking up a tissue from the coffee table, I dry my nose and pick myself up off the sofa.
Life doesn’t wait for you. That’s something I’ve learned well.
Before I can take a step toward the kitchen to toss the tissue, a message from Daniel comes in. I promise I will make it up to you.
I don’t know what to write back. There’s no way to make this right.
So instead I focus on the work that’s waiting for me and choose not to respond.
I’ve barely been active online for a week now. Instead I’ve been taking pictures. Lots of them. Some of Daniel in abstract ways. Others of little things that remind me of him from when we were younger. I haven’t posted those yet though. I’m not sure I will either. No matter how beautiful I think they are.
I haven’t answered messages or sent out any packages. I don’t even know how my sales are going. When you run a business all by yourself, you can’t afford to take time off. For years I’ve buried myself in my passion and work, although really I’d just been running from reality. From my past.
Staring at the message from Daniel, the black and white text that’s so easy to read, I can’t answer the one question that matters.
What am I doing?
   
Six years ago

“HEY … HEY …”
I hear a persistent voice but I ignore it. No one in this school has said a word to me. At least not to my face.
With a tug on my shirt, I’m forced to turn around and face a boy. A boy who’s nearly a man. He doesn’t have a baby face, and I can tell he shaves, but there’s a kindness about him that makes him appear young. And likable. Which is something I haven’t felt in the last two years.
“What are you doing?” he asks me and my forehead pinches.
I lift the pencil in the air and point to the chalkboard in science class as I say, “It’s called taking notes.”
The handsome guy laughs, a rough chuckle that forces me to smile. Some people’s happiness is simply contagious.
“No, I mean tonight.”
I don’t bother to respond other than to shrug. I do the same thing every night. Nothing. My life is nothing.
“My brothers and I are having a little party.”
“I don’t really do parties,” I answer him and nearly turn back around in my seat, but his smile doesn’t falter and that in itself keeps my attention.
Shrugging, he says, “We can do something else.”
“I don’t really do much,” I tell him honestly. I don’t really feel like doing anything. Each day is only a date on a calendar. That’s all they’ve been for a long time now.
“What about the assignment for art class? We could take some pictures for the photography project?” It takes me a moment to place him, but now that he’s mentioned it, I think I did see him in the back row yesterday in art class.
“It’s not my day for the camera.” The budget for the art department is small, so we have to take turns checking out the equipment.
“I’ve got one we can use—well, it’s my brother’s.”
“Your brother?”
“Yeah, his name’s Daniel.” It all clicks when he says his brother’s name. I’ve seen him. It must be him. I’ve watched as this boy I’m talking to waits outside at the entrance to the school and another boy picks him up. Except he’s not a boy. There’s no question about that. Daniel is a man and it only took one glimpse of him to cause me to search him out each and every time the bell rings and I’m waiting in line for the bus.
“Now I know your brother’s name, but I don’t know yours.”
“It’s Tyler.” I repeat his name softly and when I look at him, I see traces of his older brother. But where Daniel has an edge to him, Tyler is warm and inviting.
“I’m Addison.”
“So what do you think, Addison?”
“I think that sounds like fun. I wasn’t doing anything anyway.”

MAYBE FATE KNEW I wasn’t going to be able to keep Tyler. It was going to take him from me. So it gave me Daniel to keep me from loving Tyler too much.
I don’t know for sure and there’s no point in speculating.
All I know for certain is that Daniel will consume me, chew me up and spit me back out.
I need to end this before I get hurt … well, before it gets worse than it already is.





CHAPTER 42
Daniel

I’m losing it.
I can feel myself slipping backward into a dark abyss.
Addison and I are alike in more ways than she knows. In ways I’d never dare to whisper out loud. She’s lying to herself when she says she needs space.
She doesn’t.
She needs me, just like I need her. She’s the only thing that takes the pain away and I do that for her too. I know I do. I can feel it. I can see it in her.
The light from the computer screen is the only thing that saves the living room from being in complete darkness. I’ve been staring at it, waiting for him to see I’ve been logged in for hours.
I’m trying to stay away from Addison. I’m trying to do what’s best.
It’s been a long time, Marcus finally responds. It’s not his name or his alias in this chat. But I know it’s him.
Three years now, I answer, leaning back into my seat with my laptop on my thighs and trying to ignore the shame that rings in my blood. It’s been three years since I’ve logged into this black market chat and sought him out. Three years since I’ve felt the urge to watch over Addison every second of every day. Three years since I’ve had a hit of my sweet addiction.
What brings you back? he asks me and I swallow thickly.
She came back into my life. But you already know that.
She, as in Addison? he asks me to keep up this charade.
The keys beneath my fingertips click faintly as I type. It’s odd how I find it comforting, the soft sounds tempting me to confess my sins.
I wasn’t stalking her or trying to find her. The first time was a coincidence.
How many times have there been? he asks me.
A lot, I admit but then add, but she’s been with me this time. It’s not me hiding in the shadows. She sought me out.
Do you think that makes it healthier? The text stares back at me on the brightly lit screen and I want to answer yes. Of course it is. This time isn’t anything like what happened years ago. He doesn’t wait for me to answer before he poses another question.
If she knows, does that make it okay to allow your interest to grow to obsession?
Obsession may be the wrong word. I think possessive is better. She’s mine. My reason to move on from what happened before. My desire for more. My only way to cope.
It’s different this time. This time she wanted me there.
Wanted? he presses, and the shame of why I’m even here in this anonymous chat makes my chest feel tight. As in past tense?
She asked me for time apart and I’m having difficulties. I’m slipping back into old habits.
It’s called stalking, Daniel.
I’m aware of that, Marcus.
I use his name, just like he uses mine. No one else knows it’s him, but I do. Because years ago, when I watched Addison finally sleep without crying, when she could say Tyler’s name with a sad smile instead of barely restrained agony, he was there for me. All those years ago when she moved on and I was still struggling to cope with the guilt of Tyler’s death, Marcus is the one who stopped me from pulling the trigger with a gun pressed to my head.
It took nearly two years before it came to that point. A year and a half of following her, of watching her and living out my pain vicariously through hers. And months of slowly losing myself and any reason not to end it.
She kept me sane in a way she’ll never know as I watched her grieve with the same pain I had.
But as the months went by, she started to smile again.
It made me feel worse than the day Tyler took his last breath.
She got better, when I didn’t. Every laugh, every bit of happiness made zero sense to me.
I could only cope through her sadness. I understood it; I needed it.
Does she know about the past? he asks me.
She’ll never understand, I type into the chat box, but I don’t send it.
I shake my head, remembering how I followed her everywhere after Tyler’s death. How I watched her run and that alone was enough to take my pain away. She loved him after all and felt responsible like I did. And if she could move on, so could I. But I could never move on from Addison.
   
Five years ago

I TELL myself the only reason I’m on this train is to speak to her.
To tell her it’s not her fault and I’m the one to blame.
That’s the reason I’ve followed her, stalking her in the shadows and silently watching her as she struggles with what to do.
I tell myself that, but I don’t move. I’m struggling too.
The train comes to another stop and my grip tightens on the rail as I wait to see what she does. Where she goes, I’ll go.
I need to make sure she’s okay, that she doesn’t have the same thoughts I do. I’ll protect her.
Her hoodie is up, hiding her face as she leans against the wall of the train. Unmoving.
My body tightens, wanting to go to her. To hold her, to check on her and make sure she’s still breathing. She saw him die like I did. That changes you. There’s no way to deny it or to recover.
It will forever be with us.





CHAPTER 43
Addison

It’s funny how time moves.
It crawled along for years before and after Tyler came into my life. Each day’s only purpose was to be a box on a calendar I could cross off with a deep red marker. If I bothered to even count.
But the days with Tyler, when I was really with him? They flew by. Because time is quite like fate, it’s a bitch.
And the same thing happened with Daniel. The days were whirlwinds of moments that made me feel like everything was alright. Like it was okay to simply live in his bed and sleep in his arms. Like the selfishness of ignoring everything else was how life is supposed to go.
But the past few days without him … it’s been worse than the slowest pain. There’s a coldness that feels like it’s just below the surface of my skin. As if my blood refuses to heat. And the nights are filled with memories designed to play on my weakest moments.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
My focus is shifted to the front door of my apartment as I sit cross-legged on my sofa with my laptop cradled on me. The screen’s gone black and I don’t know how long it’s been like that.
He knocks again. There’s only one person it could be. Daniel.
Every day and night since we last talked I’ve thought about him. And about what I need to do. Each text he sends is met with a short response that makes the pain in my chest grow.
I’m no longer in denial. It’s time to move on. That means moving on from everything, including Daniel. And that hurts. But it’s supposed to.
My neck is killing me from bending over the computer for hours. I have a standing desk; I should really use it, but I don’t. I spend hours a day sitting on the sofa with my computer in my lap while I Photoshop my pictures. There are at least three dozen more I want to edit and post before going out and searching for my next muse. Although I don’t know if I’ll find it here. Maybe it’s time to move on already.
My sore body aches all over when I stand, but that pain is temporary, so I don’t mind it.
Each step to the front door makes me feel like I’m running in the opposite direction from where I was going days ago. I’ve come to the only logical decision there is and I’ve never liked breaking up with anyone. The way Daniel made me feel is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. Wild and crazy, I suppose. Thanks to the late night sex and not caring about anything, not even our next breath so long as our skin was touching and our desires seeking out refuge in each other.
Pausing with my hand on the doorknob, I let out a deep breath. He’ll understand. He’s probably here to do the same. This thing between us could never last.
I feel like I’m being stabbed in the heart, but the moment the door is opened, the pain dims and that other feeling, that fluttering sickness I have trouble describing takes its place. The kind of pain that I want more of, but it scares me.
“Daniel.” I whisper his name as his dark eyes meet mine and then soften. His leather jacket creases as he puts his hand on the doorframe and leans in slightly.
“You still mad at me?” he asks with a deep timbre to his voice that speaks to vulnerability and I answer him honestly, shaking my head.
“I’m not mad at you.” Forgiving others is easy. It’s forgiving myself that’s hard.
Daniel lets out a breath and starts to come in, but I can’t do this. It’s better to stop it now and not do the easier thing. Which would be to fall back into bed with him and numb the pain with his touch.
It’s not healthy.
My palm hits his chest and his expression turns to confusion, but he stops just outside the threshold.
“I’ve been thinking,” I start to tell Daniel and he tilts his head, his eyes narrowing.
“This sounds like the we have to talk conversation.” There’s a trace of a threat in his voice.
“It kind of is,” I say softly and the pain in my heart grows. “I’ve just been thinking about every way this is going to end.”
“End?” he asks incredulously, moving forward and closing the distance between us. He’s standing on the threshold now.
It’s hard to speak, but I have to be honest with myself and him. I have to protect myself.
“I’m not sure we should do this at all.”
Stunned is how I’d describe the look on Daniel’s face, and it surprises me. “It doesn’t make sense for us to continue this-”
“You don’t want me?” Daniel asks, cutting me off in a voice devoid of anything but sadness. I’ve never heard the sound from his lips before. The tone pains my heart in a way nothing else ever will. I know it for a fact. Some things simply break a piece of you that can never be mended.
“That’s not what I meant. Not at all. I didn’t anticipate this happening,” I try to explain. What I thought would be a simple conversation ending with Daniel leaving me behind escalates to something I hadn’t anticipated. “I didn’t think you would care.” My words come out rushed.
“You thought I wouldn’t care that you’re done with me?”
“I’m not done … I could never be done with you. But this,” I gesture between us, “this is something I know is going to hurt me. And both of us know will never last.”
“I’m not Tyler. That’s why?” Daniel’s words should be cutting. They should hurt me. But I only hurt for him. How could he think that?
I have to swallow hard before I can tell him, “I want you.” I almost say Tyler’s name. I almost tell him how I wanted the love Tyler gave me and how I wanted to love Tyler back but never did. But I can’t. I can’t bring him into this. “It’s not that at all, Daniel. I’ve wanted you for the longest time and I hated myself for it. We can’t even have a simple conversation about anything before…“ I swallow hard, the lump in my throat refusing to let any more words pass.
“You hate yourself for wanting me?” The sadness is gone and anger quickly takes its place. Suddenly I’m suffocating, finding myself taking a step back and then another although he stays in the doorway, radiating a dominance barely self-contained.
“You’re scaring me,” I whisper and Daniel flinches. The emotions cycle through him one by one. The anger, the shock, the frustration from not knowing what to do.
And I’ve felt them all, I’ve also suffered the torture of not knowing what to do for so long. Every day that I felt loved by Tyler but knew I loved Daniel more. I know his pain as if it was my own. But there’s no way to make this right. And the sooner this is over, the better.
“I want you Daniel, but it’s wrong.”
“It’s not wrong,” he says and his words come out strangled, his breathing heavier. He almost takes a step forward and then stops himself, gripping the edge of the doorframe and lowering his head, hanging it in shame. I’m reminded of the day I first met him and that makes the agony that much worse. “I don’t know how to …” he trails off and swallows thickly.
“There’s no way this is going to be more than … than what we were doing.”
His head whips up and his dark eyes pin me in place. Daniel’s always been intense, always been dangerous. For others, I’m sure it’s similar. But they’ll never feel this. Not the way I feel for Daniel.
“Why does it need to be more right now? Why can’t we hold on to what we have?”
“It’s not good for either of us, Daniel,” I whisper and wrap my arms around my chest. I don’t know how else to explain it and how he could fail to understand that.
The silence grows. All I can hear is my own breath as Daniel stands there stiffly, staring at the faded carpet beneath his feet. Finally, he looks me in the eye again and the intensity and pain there shatter me to the very center of my soul.
“I know that you belonged to Tyler first, as much as I hate to admit that. I hate to say his name. I don’t want to imagine what used to ...”
“Daniel, please don’t,” I say and reach for him, my heart hurting for his and I hate myself in this moment. Why did I have to do this?
“We can’t change the past, Addison. I wish I could. But it’s over now. And right now I want you.”
There was never a point in my life where I thought I’d hear those words from Daniel. And the shock, the sadness, and the conflict of not knowing how to protect myself and what I should do keep the words I’m desperate to say trapped in my throat.
I want to believe what he’s saying. But he’s already said the words I need to hold on to the conviction of leaving him. There will never be more.
“You know where to find me if you want to see me.” Daniel’s last words are flat, with a defeated tone.
I can’t form a coherent thought as he turns his back to me and walks off. This isn’t what I wanted or how I’d planned for it to go. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I say, but my choked words are barely audible to me, let alone Daniel as he disappears in the distance.
I worry my bottom lip and a storm brews inside of me. A storm that feels as though it’s never left, like it was only waiting in the darkness. Preparing for when it could come out and destroy the little piece of me that remains.
It’s not until Daniel’s gone that I close the door, lean my back against it and fall to the floor on my ass.
I’ve made a mistake. More than one. But I can’t keep going on like this, making mistake after mistake and running from them.
Helplessness overwhelms me and I’ve never felt weaker. Why is it all so complicated? Why can’t love and lust be one, and right and wrong easier to decipher?





CHAPTER 44
Daniel

Five years ago

Every small movement makes the pain spread deeper. I shouldn’t have called him a drunk. I shouldn’t have yelled back when my father yelled at me. I know better. I brought this on myself.
I let out a deep breath, but even breathing hurts. Carter will cover for me. He always does. I swallow thickly as I hear heavy footsteps coming to my door and my heart pounds for a moment, thinking it’s him. Thinking I fucked something up.
Like I did last night, losing thousands of dollars. Thousands and thousands of money and merchandise are gone. Stolen off the truck. And it’s my fault. I’m the one who opened it, getting the fucking CD Addison left in there and not remembering to lock it back up.
This is all because of her.
There’s only a slight bit of relief when I hear Tyler yell out my name as he bangs on the door.
I struggle to put my shirt back on, but do it through clenched teeth while wincing. It was only a belt, I grit out with the part of me that thinks I’m pathetic. That I deserve all of this and more.
I open the door without thinking of the cuts on my back and the pain sears through me.
“Why do you have to be such an asshole all the time?”
Tyler’s question is met with nothing from me. Not a single emotion that I can give him.
“You don’t have to make her feel like she’s not welcome.”
Anger makes me swallow hard. I still don’t respond.
I’ll never tell him how I feel about her, but at least now I know how she feels about me.
“Are you going to say anything?”
My lips part and I want to give him something, anything. But the fact that I went out of my way for her last night … maybe that’s why. Maybe she knows I want her. The idea hits and steals my words from me.
“She’s a good person,” Tyler tells me as if that’s why I stay away from her.
“I love you, Tyler. God knows it. But you’re a fucking idiot.”
I should have kept my mouth shut, but everyone has their limits.
“She loves me and she’s not going anywhere,” he tells me with a confidence I’ve never seen in my baby brother.
My baby brother who’s oblivious to what we really are and what goes on here.
My baby brother who’s never been struck once by my father.
My perfect baby brother who wants to make everyone around him smile because he’s never known pain like I have.
“She only loves you because she has no one else who loves her.” My gaze pins him where he is as I say the words. “Remember that.”
   
LONELINESS IS a bitter pill to swallow. I know I’ve brought it on myself, but still. A sarcastic, humorless huff leaves me as I grab the bottle of whiskey and take a swig.
It must be karma.
I left Addison to her loneliness so I could survive.
Now she’s leaving me to mine to ruin me.
Touché, little love.
The whiskey burns as I take another heavy drink. And with it every possibility of where I lost her flashes in my mind. The times from back when we were younger and I held back so much, to only moments ago when I didn’t hold back a damn thing.
I lick my lower lip and then pick the bottle back up, but a timid knock stops me from chugging back more of the amber liquid.
“Daniel,” I hear Addison’s voice from beyond the door. Hope flickers deep inside of me, flirting with a darkness that’s nearly consumed me.
My heart pauses. So do my lungs. It’s only when I hear her again that they both decide to function again. She’s here. She came to me.
My blood buzzes as I stand up and make my way to the front door. All while I stride to the door the alcohol sets in, and I hear her call out again. “Please open the door, Daniel.”
She’s mid-motion of knocking again with her mouth parted and more to say when I pull the door open. She looks shocked and even flinches slightly.
“Daniel,” she says my name with a hint of surprise, but quickly her expression and tone change. “I wanted to explain.”
And that right there is why I didn’t let that hope grow. The coldness in my chest puts out the small flame. It’s hard to school my expression. It’s hard to hide it from her. But a part of me is screaming not to. To let her see what she’s doing to me. To make sure she knows she’s destroying me bit by bit.
“Explain?” The question comes out with a bit of anger and I have to readjust my grip on the door and look away from her for a moment.
“You don’t owe me anything, Addison,” I tell her and turn to walk down the hall, but I leave the door open. I let her come to me willingly.
When I hear the door shut and her following me inside, a smile slowly forms on my face. It’s only a trace of genuine happiness. But at least I know she can’t let me go as easily as she thinks she can.
“Daniel, please,” she says as she catches up to me in the living room, gripping my shirt and making me turn to face her.
“What is it you want to explain?” I ask her and almost call her little love. Almost.
“I didn’t think that you wanted anything but a good fuck.” God, she does something to me when she talks like that. When foul and dirty words come out of that pretty little mouth of hers.
My own indecent thoughts keep me from responding quickly enough. So she storms over to the leather chair in the corner of the room and sits down angrily, crossing her legs and then her arms.
Of course that’s what she thought. It’s what this started out as. But she’s fooling herself if she thinks what we have could ever be anything so shallow. Even I can admit it. “I’m not leaving until you talk to me,” she demands and it’s cute. She’s so fucking adorable thinking she can make demands like that. My bare feet sink into the rug as I make my way to the chair opposite hers.
With the blinds closed, the only light in the room is that of the tall lamp in the corner.
“Say something, please. I feel awful. I didn’t expect you to react the way you did.” She leans forward and grips the armrests of the chair. “The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you,” she confesses and I know she’s telling the truth. Addison isn’t a liar.
And that gives me hope.
“I don’t know what I want, other than you.” My voice comes out rough as I lean forward and put my elbows on my knees so I can sink down to her eye level.
“What does that mean?” she asks breathlessly. Her chest rises and falls as if my answer is everything she’s ever needed. The only thing she’s ever desired.
Licking my lower lip, I stare into her eyes but the words don’t come. I don’t know how else to say it. I want her.
I want her to be mine. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.
Not just in my bed. I want her touches, her kisses, her intentions. Moving forward, I want each piece of her. Every little piece. I want them all.
More than that, I want her to give them to me.
Her words spin chaotically, as do her emotions. “I need something to hold on to, Daniel, and this, this is intense and overwhelming and emotional-”
“But do you want it?” I cut her off, asking the simple question.
“Why did you come get me in that bar? Don’t lie to me. You knew I’d be there, didn’t you?” she asks me and I don’t know if she knows more than she should, or if she’s just that damn good at knowing who I am.
I lean back in my seat and decide to be careful with my words as I slowly say, “I wanted you for so long.”
“So that’s all this is? You wanted to fuck me, so you finally did?
“You already know that’s a lie.” My words come out like a vicious sting and she drops the act. “I know you feel this too.” I finally speak the words that feel as if they’ll break me. But they’re true. “There’s always been something between us.”
Addison’s expression is pained.
“I know you feel guilty admitting it, Addison. I do too. I’m just as much to blame.” She doesn’t know how true those words are.
Time wears on and more than a moment passes. Addison pulls her knees into her chest and all I want to do is grab her ass and pull her into my lap. But my fingers dig into the leather, pinning me where I am until I have the only answer I need from her.
“Do you want me?” I ask her.
“It’s not that easy,” she whimpers. Torn between the desire she feels and the guilt she won’t let go of.
My body tenses and the rage from knowing the past may forever darken my future takes over as I lean forward. “The fuck it isn’t.”
I have to close my eyes and focus on what I want, what she needs to hear. I speak so low I’m not sure she can hear me, but I pray she can. “I can’t tell you what will happen a week from now, but I know I’ll still want you.” I open my eyes to find her watching me intently as I continue, “I’ve always wanted you. It’s not going to stop, and I don’t care about anything that happened yesterday as long as I get you tomorrow.”
“When did you turn into this man?” Addison’s question is quiet, but full of sincerity. “I don’t remember any of this from you.”
The answer is right there. So obvious to me.
Because she wasn’t mine and couldn’t be.
“You were young, and belonged to someone else.” I can’t bring myself to speak Tyler’s name. The alcohol and thought of losing her if he comes up again is too much.
Before she can respond to the omission I ask her the only thing that matters, “Do you want me?”
Her green eyes shine with sincerity as she barely whispers the word, “Yes.” She bites down on her lip as I rise from my seat and make my way to her. Slowly and carefully, with each step knowing I’m so close to keeping her.
“If you stay here Addison, I swear I won’t let you leave.” I swallow thickly and clear my throat when she searches my eyes and knows I’m speaking the truth. “This is your last chance to run from me.” I owe her that at least. One last chance to run.
“I’ve never wanted to run from you.” Her words are laced with raw emotion and she reaches up to cup my face. “We’re doing this?”
“You can’t leave me, Addison. You have to promise me, no matter what happens,” I say and hope she can’t hear the desperation in my voice. “No matter if we fight.” I start to say more, but I choke on the obvious. No matter if Tyler comes up again.
I can barely breathe as she strokes the stubble of my jaw with her thumb and whispers, “I promise.”
She falls into my lap so easily. Her warmth and soft touches light every nerve ending in me on fire. But so much more than that too. The pounding in my chest. The need to be close to her. To be skin to skin and show her she’s mine again.
I’m dying inside, needing to take her, but I move so achingly slowly. Cherishing every second of something I almost lost. Every second of her.

“DANIEL?” Her voice is hesitant, but raw. As if the question itself will break her as I kiss the crook of her neck and let my fingers barely graze her skin, just a whisper of a touch.
“Addison?” I answer her with a playful air and smile against her skin when she breathes easily.
“I’m scared,” she whispers into the air and when I pull away from her, her face is toward the ceiling with her eyes closed tight. Her fingers dig into my shoulders as I nudge her chin with my nose to get her attention.
“I won’t hurt you,” I whisper when she doesn’t respond. My heart races, though not in a steady rhythm. But when she lowers her gaze, her green eyes finding mine, it steadies and slows. It’s lost without her.
Addison nods, a small nod of recognition, but the hesitancy is still there. Her slender fingers pull at my shirt and I help her, leaning back and pulling it off. Then I remove hers, and move lower. We strip each other slowly, each movement met with the sound of our breathing. Kisses in between each garment being tossed to the floor, each turning more desperate, more breathy. More.
And when I finally slip my fingers between her folds, she’s soaking wet with need and rocks her hot pussy into my hand. Her eyes are still closed as she rides my palm and my thumb presses against her clit. Groaning against her throat, I grab my dick and push myself inside of her until I can let go and grab her hips as I fill her tight cunt.
Sucking in a breath, her fingers move to my shoulders, her blunt nails digging into my flesh.
Her wide eyes meet mine and I’m entranced.
Every thrust up, I dig my fingers deeper into her shoulder. My abs burn as I fuck her like this over and over, as deep as I can while I stare into her eyes.
The need to kiss her is all-consuming. But I can’t break her gaze either.
Her lips part just slightly as her pussy flutters and then spasms on my dick. My name slips from her lips as a strangled moan. And it’s only when she shudders and an orgasm rips through her that she breaks my gaze. She falls forward in my arms as I keep up my pace, riding through her climax.
I kiss her shoulder, her neck, her hair, every bit of her ravenously, worshipping her as she grips on to me for dear life.
My release comes in a wave so strong, I’m not ready. I’m not at all ready for this to end. But I swear I hear her whisper against my skin, her hot breath sending a chill down my spine as the intense pleasure rocks through me. I swear I hear her whisper as her lips graze my neck.
I love you.
My arms wrap around her and I don’t move; I don’t let her move either. I can’t say the words back. And I don’t know if she’ll say them again. But I swear I heard them.
I swear I heard her say those words to me.
To me.





CHAPTER 45
Addison

Daniel Cross is my boyfriend.
How high school. But still …
That’s all I sent to Rae this week. I’m used to giving her long descriptions of where I’m going next. It’s all I’ve ever considered and she loves to hear stories of what new places are like. But this town brought me Daniel and I don’t want to share a ton of details. He’s mine.
A snicker makes me lean back from the laptop as I read Rae’s response to my email.
How big is his dick? is her opening line. Leave it to Rae to relieve the tension.
I’ve been worried about what she’s going to say. And knowing that she isn’t judging me makes everything so much easier to accept. She even said, As long as you’re happy, I’m happy.
That’s all I wanted. As I click out of the email, ready to close the laptop, I see my subject line again. Daniel Cross is my boyfriend.
I cover my smile with my hand as I pull my heels up onto the sofa. With my pillow snuggled up close to me, I’m in for a night of binge-watching housewives and reality television.
But I couldn’t really care less about any of that. I can’t get into a show to save my life— or work, for that matter. All I keep thinking is that Daniel wants to be … mine.
It’s been over a week and that’s still the case. Nights of hanging out, watching TV or looking over photographs I’ve taken. It’s almost normal.
Those stupid butterflies in my stomach won’t quit and it makes me feel childish and giddy. But even in the eye of the storm that surrounds us, I want him and he wants me.
That should be all that matters, right?
As I reach for my glass of wine sitting on the coffee table, I can’t help but feel like the bottom is going to fall out from under us. Like there’s something waiting on the edge of all this. I can feel it with everything in me.
Life doesn’t work like this. You don’t get what you want simply by asking for it.
I swallow a sip of the wine and the sweetness I was feeling only a moment ago tastes bitter with the last thought.
Daniel feels like everything. Like there was nothing before him even though I’m fully aware there was. There’s no way with our history that there will be more between us, no matter what he says and how well we play house together. There won’t be any family dinners with his brothers or any sense of normalcy in that respect.
No matter how much I wish that were the case.
Every day I’m waiting for Daniel to tell me he was wrong and it’s over. Or that he’s ready to go home and that I’m not welcome there. I like to think that my guard is up and that it won’t hurt when he does it. But each day that passes is another crack in that armor.
He fucks me like he owns me. He holds me at night so tight; like if he lets go, he’ll lose me forever.
And he kisses me like he’s dying for the air I breathe.
We don’t talk about the one thing that plagues me. About how we’re supposed to just ignore our past. He thinks we’ve said enough, but if that were the case, I would be able to sleep without the memories haunting me.
It’s hard to explain how I feel. I want to be happy and grateful. But it’s obvious I’m being naïve. This is too good and I know good things always come to an end.
“You want anything while I’m out?” Daniel asks, interrupting my thoughts as he steps out of the hall to the bedroom and strides toward me. It’s odd seeing him in my apartment still. I’m more used to his place, but tonight he’ll be gone for a while and I need the space.
The fresh smell of his body wash follows him into the room and I find myself humming in agreement although I didn’t quite hear him. He’s too distracting when he’s dressed like this. Black jeans and a crisp white button-up with one sleeve already rolled up while he works on rolling the other. Freshly shaven with his high cheekbones and strong jaw on display, it almost makes me wish he was always cleanly shaven. But that stubble …
Either way, he looks like a fucking sex god. He fucks like one too. My sex god.
“I might be out for a while, but I can bring back something for breakfast if it’s too late.”
I watch the muscles in his forearm as he rolls up his sleeve and as I do, the desire is slightly muted by his comment.
That’s another thing we don’t talk about. We don’t talk about what he does late at night. I was quiet whenever Tyler would leave to go do something early in the mornings or skip school because he had to do something for “work.”
But we aren’t children anymore, and what Daniel’s involved with isn’t a high school game.
“Is this stuff for … back home?” I’m careful with my words as he grabs his keys off the kitchen counter. The jangling is the only sound in the room.
Well, and the ever-present clicking of the clock.
“Back home? As in, the family business?”
My gaze is on the tile in the kitchen. Soft gray with dark gray grout. It’s nothing special, but I can’t bring myself to look at Daniel and meet his gaze that’s obviously on me, so I keep my eyes right where they are.
He works for his brother Carter. Dealing drugs and God knows what else.
He’ll leave one day. Soon. He keeps mentioning it. The one question I ask myself every time he leaves is simple. Do I stay? Or do I go with him?
“Yeah, that’s what I was asking.”
“You know better than that, Addison,” Daniel reprimands me and that’s what gets me to look at him.
“Better than to be careful about who and what I involve myself with?” My tone dares him to question that logic.
“You already made your choice, didn’t you?” The way he speaks to me simultaneously strikes a bit of fear in my heart and heats my blood with lust.
“There are lots of choices, Daniel.” I know in my mind he’s right. I’ve already decided I’d go with him. I don’t want to be alone again and I crave the feeling of family and acceptance I once had with the Cross brothers. But that was then, and this is now. I don’t know what it would be like to face them knowing I’m now with Daniel. It feels like a betrayal of the worst kind.
“Only one when it comes to me. Don’t forget that you’re the one who started this. You’re the one who came back to the bar. You’re the one who came to my house after you ended it. I don’t like being played with.”
“Funny, because you sure do like being the one doing the playing.”
My comment rewards me with a charming smirk on his lips.
“With you?” he questions as he stalks toward me and grips my chin between his fingers. “Always.”
My eyes close as he plants a kiss on my lips. Mine mold to his and my body melts. It’s over too soon and I find myself sitting up a little taller to prolong it just slightly.
Daniel keeps his grip on me and a crease forms on his forehead as he looks down at me with a question in his eyes.
“Are you thinking of leaving me?” he finally asks and I reach up to take his hand in mine.
“No,” I tell him, practically rolling my eyes and getting more comfortable in the corner of my sofa.
“Good,” he says although he still eyes me curiously.

“IF I HADN’T COME to your place, would you have let me leave you?” I don’t know why I feel so compelled to ask in this moment. Maybe I already know the truth and I just want to see if he’ll tell me or not.
His dark eyes seem to get darker, although his voice stays even as he answers me, “I would have tried.”
I chew the inside of my cheek and look away at his response.
“Why does that disappoint you?”
“Can’t you feel it?” I barely whisper the words. He makes me feel weak and foolish. But admitting there’s something undeniable that pulls you to someone like it does no one else isn’t weak at all. It takes every bit of strength in me.
Daniel’s eyes leave mine for a moment and I begin to doubt myself. I can barely swallow until he says, “I said I would try. I didn’t say I was capable.”
My eyes close and I wish I could will all of this overwhelming emotion away. But that’s what Daniel’s always done to me. Overwhelmed me.
“I’ll keep you safe. Always.”
My heart soars and plummets with his words. That’s how it feels and the relief on my lips falls with it.
“I just know … your job … is dangerous.” I hate how my throat feels tight as I speak. “I knew what I was getting into. It’s different when you wait at home alone wondering …”
“But I’m a dangerous man, Addison. I know what I’m doing.”
I search his dark eyes for reassurance and it’s there, but still I can’t help adding, “Don’t die. Everyone I love dies.”
“What if it’s more like anyone who loves you dies?” he questions and it doesn’t help me feel any better at all. He shrugs and points out, “Then I’m dying anyway, so you might as well love me back.”
Although I realize the words were spoken in a lighthearted way, the acknowledgement is there. That there’s something more between us and we both feel it. We both recognize it for what it is. I don’t dare to speak it again. I’m too caught up in those flutters in my chest. The ones that hurt in the best of ways. My eyes start to gloss over and I shove all the emotion away.
“Just be safe, my dangerous sex god.” My voice is playful and nonchalant as I reach for the remote, ending the conversation. It’s too much, too soon. But it feels like everything that’s always been missing. It feels right. It feels like home. And I’m so afraid to lose it.
Daniel chuckles and leans down to cup my cheek and plant a soft kiss in my hair. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he whispers and it tickles me enough to make me pull away and snatch a kiss from his lips myself.
It’s only been weeks, but this is everything I’ve ever wished for.
As the door clicks shut, leaving me alone in my apartment, I remember a certain saying.
Be careful what you wish for.





CHAPTER 46
Daniel

Five years ago

I knew something was off when I walked in at 4 a.m. and the dining room light was on. The yellow glow carries into the kitchen and I follow it to see Tyler at the end of the large table, head in his hand staring at the screen to his laptop.
I expect to hear something, maybe see him watching a video. But the screen has gone black and that’s when I see his expression. Defeated and exhausted.
“You still up?” I ask him, which is a stupid question. It gets his attention though, although his exhaustion makes him blink several times before he can answer me. It’s then that I see his eyes are puffy, not with sleep, but with something else.
“Yeah, couldn’t sleep,” he answers and then visibly swallows as he closes the laptop.
My jacket rustles as I slip it off and hang it over the chair in front of me. I still feel like an asshole for snapping at him the other day. Of everyone living under this roof, Tyler’s the last person who needs my shit. “Everything alright?”
He sits back and lets out a heavy breath, but instead of answering verbally, he only shakes his head no.
“You want to talk about it?” I ask as I grip the back of the chair and prepare myself for the answer I know is coming. Addison isn’t here and Tyler can’t sleep. She left him.
“You were right,” Tyler says and then turns away from me.
“I was an asshole who was trying to be an asshole. I’m never right. You know that?”
He lets out a huff of a laugh and wipes under his eyes.
“What happened?” I ask him.
“She said it’s too much for her. That she needs space.”
I nod my head in understanding. “Nothing wrong with a little space,” I say and try to make it sound like it’s not a big deal.
“I know her, Daniel. I know it’s her way of putting distance between us so I’ll be the one to leave.”
The legs of the chair scratch along the floor as I pull it out and take a seat. A heavy breath leaves me as I put my elbows on the table and lean closer to him. “Girls are hormonal,” I say to try to make him crack a smile. He’s the one who’s good at this, not me.
“I think she’s done with me, but I don’t know why.”
“She loves you,” I tell Tyler although it makes a spike of pain go through my heart. She does love him. I know it by the way she kisses him. It’s obvious she does.
“I don’t know,” he says in a whisper, shaking his head.
“Just give her a day or two, cut class if you have to. Give her time to miss you.” I hate that I’m giving him this advice. But I hate to see him like this more.
“What did Mom used to say, huh? If you give someone love, they’ll love you back. Right?”
He nods his head, although he still doesn’t speak. It’s been a while since I brought up Mom. And it still doesn’t feel right, but Tyler was her baby boy. He may have been younger when she got sick, but it hit him hard. He didn’t understand.
“I promise you,” I tell him as I pat his back. “Come with me for the next two days. I have to make a trip to Philly for a shipment. Come up with me and let her miss you.”
He’s reluctant for a moment but then he nods. “I could use the distraction, I guess.”
“Perfect.” I stand up quickly and leave him be as fast as I can. “Get some sleep,” I say over my shoulder and I don’t stop walking or respond when he tells me thanks.
As I climb the stairs to go pass out, loneliness settles in my chest.
The idea of Addison never coming back hits me hard. The possibility of never seeing her again.
It’s very obvious to me in this moment that I don’t like it.
More than I don’t like how she’s younger than me.
More than I don’t like how she looks at me the way I look at her when I know she’s not looking.
More than I don’t like that she’s Tyler’s.
   
EVERY DAY there’s a memory I’ve forgotten. Haunting me. Showing me how I could have stopped the inevitable. Or at least changed our fates.
Late at night, holding Addison as she sleeps, I wonder if Tyler would still be alive if I had done something different. Or if I’d be the one buried in the ground now.
Fall has arrived and each step I take down Rodney Street is accompanied with the crunch of dead and withered leaves. My steps are heavy tonight because I know Marcus is going to be here.
He’s finally come with whatever it is Carter’s been waiting for. I know Marcus’ patterns. He spends weeks scouting out a place and making sure you go to one location he has constant eyes on. And when he’s found where he’s comfortable, he delivers.
He’s found that place at the park on the corner of Rodney and Seventh.
After tonight I have no reason to stay here. Addison will either come with me, or leave me. It’s too good right now to think she’ll refuse me, but she’s run before and it’s entirely possible she’ll do it again.
I glance down the side street to see what block I’m on and my heart freezes.
The man in the black leather jacket, the one who stopped to look at Addison. That first day I watched her in the coffee shop and saw him staring at her. It’s him. I swear I saw him melt into the shadows down the street.
“Hey!” I call out, more to see if he’ll move than to actually get a reaction. But there’s only silence. I barely glance to my right to check for cars as I run across the street. The cool air does nothing to calm my heated skin or the anxiety rushing through my blood.
I’m ready for a fight when I get there, but the shadowy corner is only a dead end. And no one’s there.
A chill flows over my skin and I look all around me. It’s no one. There’s no one here.
It’s hard to swallow as I walk back across the street. It’s just paranoia, I tell myself. It’s nothing. But still, all of my thoughts lead back to Addison. To her being alone.
She’s messing with my head.
I think about every way she’s consumed me with each step I take.
I can’t see anything other than her when she’s around me.
Every breath she takes depletes the air from my lungs.
I hated her for it back then, back when she was with Tyler. When she smiled at him instead of me. She tempted me, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
But time changes everything.
Every step she takes closer to me makes my fingers itch to grab on to her and never let go.
Fate simply waits for men like me. So it can fuck us over until we fall to our knees and admit there isn’t a damn good thing about us.
Addison has no idea what she does to me.
She’ll be the death of all that’s good in me. I would lose focus of everything just to have a miniscule piece of her attention. I’d steal for her. I’d kill for her. I already have.
Goosebumps still cover my body as I get to the empty park. It’s in the back of a small church that’s surrounded by woods. I guess for Sunday school.
My gaze scans the perimeter of the park, but there’s no one there. It’s empty.
Marcus is never late. I check my watch and make sure I’m on time.
A minute passes as I walk toward the church and then back. It’s not a good look to loiter and I don’t need anyone getting suspicious.
Another minute and my anger and anxiety start to get the best of me.
A flash of white catches my eye as the breeze goes by; the squeaks of the swing’s rusty chains make me turn toward them.
A note. I walk toward it without hesitation. Marcus and his fucking games.
There’s a message on the swing.
Another address.
Tomorrow night. Check the mailbox. That’s all you’ll need.
Gritting my teeth, I hold back the urge to scream out toward the forest in anger. I know that fucker’s in there watching. Making sure I got the memo.
The paper crumples in my hand as I stare out into the forest and wonder why he didn’t meet in person.
Marcus always meets me in person. I’ve heard tales of him not showing and only leaving notes. Everything is fucked after. Marcus doesn’t like to meet with you if he knows you’re about to be fucked over.
A chill runs down my spine.
The only guess I have is that it has something to do with Addison. She’s the only thing that’s changed.
He knows everything. He knows about what happened the night Tyler died. He knows about my obsession. And he knows she’s back.
My eyes flicker to the woods, searching him out but coming up with nothing. Every small sound of a branch breaking or the wind rustling the leaves reminds me of that night, the images flashing in front of me.
The night that Tyler died.
I’d just finished a meet with Marcus. It was an easy transaction for a hit we needed. He seems to like those better than being a messenger. He responds faster.
He knows that on my way home, I saw Addison in the diner.
I saw him across the street watching me after I’d sent the message to Tyler. She was in pain and I knew Tyler could take it away.
Marcus followed me as I followed Addison. I couldn’t leave her, knowing Marcus saw me watching her. I didn’t trust him. So I followed her from place to place. The diner, the bookstore and finally the corner store. And Marcus was there, every step of the way. I told myself it was only to satisfy his sick curiosity.
And worse than anything, Marcus was there; he was the closest when Tyler died right in front of us.
Marcus knows everything and he’s not coming to see me in person. That leaves a bad taste in my mouth.
Deep breaths come and go.
This doesn’t have anything to do with her. It’s about Carter. It has to be about Carter and not about the shit Marcus knows about Addison.
Part of me questions if I should confess to her and tell her the truth before someone else does. She blamed herself for so long and I know she did. But I’m the one who sent Tyler after her.
He knew where she was because of me.
He went to see her because I told him he should.
It’s all my fault. It was never hers.





CHAPTER 47
Addison

It’s been strange.
My fingers hover over the keys and I delete my last words. I don’t know how to tell Rae what’s going on. I shift on my sofa, feeling uneasy. This whole day has felt different. Daniel hasn’t touched me since yesterday morning. And things have been off since he got back from his meeting. It’s also when the word “love” was said. Maybe he didn’t realize he’d said it until after he left.
I’ve gotten short kisses, but nothing else. It feels different.
It’s a way that makes me feel uneasy.
It’s a way that makes me feel like the end is here and I was right all along.
All the flutters stop and the butterflies fall into a deep pit in my stomach.
That’s the way he’s making me feel.
The hall light flicks on and Daniel’s large frame takes up the opening of the narrow passage. He doesn’t look at me as he strides to the kitchen, walking right behind the sofa. He’s not talking to me, but he doesn’t want to leave either.
I can’t take this. I prepare myself to type up the email telling Rae what I’d like to say to Daniel. Before I can even type a word I get fed up and slam it shut, turning sideways to face him. All of my frustration and nervous feelings snowball together into nothing but anger.
This time he’s looking right at me.
“Something’s wrong.” That’s all I can say and instead of answering me, Daniel reaches for a mug from the cabinet.
“Could you give me something?” I ask him with all this pent-up frustration and shove the laptop onto the coffee table. “You’ve barely looked at me, spoken to me, or touched me. Something happened or something’s wrong, and if it’s us I need to know.”
Silence. I get silence in return. “If it’s just work, you can tell me.” My voice cracks and I hate that I’m so emotional while he gives me nothing.
It would be easy for him to simply say it has nothing to do with us. I can accept that. But he doesn’t and that’s when the sick feeling that’s been twisting my gut all day travels to my heart.
I’m already halfway to him, determined to get some answers when he finally says something.
“I have to leave tomorrow night.”
My bare feet stop on the cold tile floor in front of him. “That quick?”
“Either then or the next morning at the latest.”
I swallow down my heart and breathe out somewhat in relief, but it’s short-lived as I cross my arms over my chest. “You have to leave?” I ask him that question because the other one is too scared to leave me.
What happens to us?
He answers the unspoken question. “I want you to come home with me.”
“Home?” I say the word with a humorless huff and pull out one of the chairs at the kitchen island. I don’t know where home is. Taking a seat, I tell him, “Are you sure they’ll even want me there?”
It’s hard to swallow when I look at him. I can say goodbye to the idea of college, or at least this college, easily. But facing his brothers? That’s something else entirely.
“They’ll be happy to see you again.” He says the words with compassion, but there’s something there, something else that he’s holding back.
“When did you find out you need to leave?” I ask, prying for more answers.
“Last night.” He clears his throat and adds, “It’s not my brothers that I’m worried about. It’s you … deciding to leave me again.”

“STOP IT,” I snap at him and then correct myself. “Why would you even say something like that?”
“I’ve done some things,” he says and then leaves the empty mug on the counter. It’s quiet and all I can hear is the sound of my heart beating as he takes a seat on the sofa in the living room. Although I know something bad is coming, I follow him, taking the cue to sit next to him.
“You’re scaring me again,” I whisper to him with a pleading voice and wait for him to look at me.
With his elbows on his knees, his head is just a smidge lower than mine as he turns to look at me and says, “It’s because I’m a bad man. That’s what bad men do. They scare people.”
“I told you to stop it,” I tell him as I reach up to put a hand on his broad shoulders. His shirt is stretched tight, making him seem caged beneath it. “You’re a good person inside. I know you are.”
“You think I’m good?” he says with an air of disbelief and then he turns to look straight ahead. When he speaks again, it’s as if the words aren’t directed at me. “I’m sure you think you can see the good in everyone.”
“I don’t like you talking like this. Seriously. You need to stop.” I find myself struggling to speak. “I don’t know what’s making you say these things, but you have to stop.”
“I think I should tell you something.” Daniel speaks as he runs his finger around the lip of the coffee table in front of him. He focuses on it as the silence stretches out and I wait.
“Whatever it is, you can tell me.” My heart flickers, the light going out for a moment. Maybe from fear, or maybe from knowing it’s a lie I’ve spoken. There are so many things Daniel could say that would destroy me. But he knows that already.
“You’re so breakable, Addison.”
I huff a laugh, although it’s drowned out by relief. “Is that the big news? Because I knew that already.”
His dark eyes lift to meet mine and the intensity swirling within is something I haven’t felt for a long time.
“No, that’s not the news, but it’s why I don’t want to tell you.”
My shoulders rise with a heavy breath. “If you have something to tell me, then I want to hear it.”
Daniel relaxes his posture, sitting back and sinking into the cushion of the sofa as he stares at me. His hands are folded in his lap and I can tell he’s deciding. Judging. And I allow it.
Because he’s right. I am breakable. And the last person I want to break me is him.
He clears his throat, bringing his fist to his mouth and then looks at the decorative pillow that’s next to him. I suppose it’s just so he doesn’t have to look at me. He runs his thumbnail over the fabric of the sofa as he talks, busying his hands. “When Tyler died, you left and didn’t say goodbye.”
I nod my head and ready myself to answer, leaning forward and even scooting slightly closer. He has to know how ashamed and riddled with guilt I was. I could barely speak to anyone.
I wanted to tell them all goodbye, but I couldn’t even look them in the eye.
My words are halted when Daniel continues, not waiting for a response from me at all.
“And when I went to your house,” he pauses and licks his lips before moving his gaze to mine. “I could lie to you here, and say you were already gone.”
My heart beats hard and my breathing halts from the danger that flashes in his stare.
“But you hadn’t left yet and so I watched you pack. I wanted to pack too. I didn’t want to stay where Tyler had just walked, just sat. Where I’d just listened to him tell me about that beat-up truck he wanted to fix but never would.” Daniel runs his thumb along his lower lip as his eyes gloss over. “I wanted to run like you wanted to, but I didn’t think I would be capable until I saw you do it.”
“You watched me leave?” I ask him, not knowing where this is going, but fearing what he has to say because of his tone and bearing. Because of how the air thickens and threatens to strangle me. As if even it would rather I be dead than for Daniel to destroy me with the history between us.
“I wish it were as easy as that,” he says with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I watched you board the train with that heavy suitcase, and I got on too. I watched you check in to a motel four cities over. And I requested a room next to yours.”
Every word he says makes my heart feel tighter.
“I watched you for days before finally breaking myself away from you to call Carter and tell him I wasn’t coming back. I’d decided to spend my time doing one thing.” The heat in his eyes intensifies at the memory and his gaze feels like fire against my skin. “Watching you.”
“You stalked me?” I ask him although the words stumble over each other and barely come out as a croak. I can’t deny the fear that begs my body to run, but I’m frozen where I am, waiting for his confession to release me.
“I watched you because I needed to. You blamed yourself and your pain was so raw and genuine. So full of everything that I didn’t have. Of course I hated every bit of who I was because Tyler had to die, while God chose to let me live. I wanted to cry and mourn like you did. A very large part of me wanted you to cry harder as you hugged your pillow to your chest in the dark. Some nights you couldn’t even stand long enough to make it to the bed.”
He cocks his head as he looks me in the eye and asks, “Do you remember how you’d sleep on the floor even when the bed was so close?” His last words come out as a whisper and I can’t answer. I can hardly breathe as tears leak from my eyes.
“I thought about picking you up and putting you in the comfort of your sheets-”
“You came in?” I cut him off and suck in a deep breath. “You broke in to my room?”
“Addison, I couldn’t be away from you.” His admission elicits a very real fear that makes my body tremble as I shy away from him. Scooting farther away on the sofa, but not quite able to run.
“Not until you started getting better,” he adds and then stands up. I cling to the cushion, cowering under him and backing away when he tries to touch me.
The tears fall freely as the extent of my fears from so long ago is realized. I swear I heard things. I heard someone walking in my room in the darkness. I swear I felt eyes on me. “I thought it was him,” I cry out and cover my burning face. I thought Tyler was with me for so long. And it took me years to think that it wasn’t because he wished me harm. I thought he hated me and wanted me to be scared. And then I loathed myself that much more for thinking so poorly of such a good soul.
“I needed to watch you, Addison. I’m sorry.”
I stand up quickly, and I’m close to him. So close I nearly smack the top of my head against his chin as I stand. “I need to get away from you,” I sputter, crossing my arms over my chest and walking around the sofa although I have no idea how I can even breathe, let alone speak and move.
I can barely see where I’m going, but I know where the door is.
Gripping the handle, I swing it open and face him. My legs are weak and I feel like I’m going to throw up. He made me crazy. It was him all along.
“I never did anything to hurt you, Addison, and I didn’t want to.” Daniel speaks calmly, the other side of him starting to emerge. The side that’s okay with Daniel dropping his defenses. The vulnerable side that wants me to understand and isn’t pushing me away. But that’s exactly what I need to do right now. I need to shove him far away.
“I want you to leave,” I tell him and sniffle, swiping under my eyes aggressively, willing the tears to stop. I’m shaking. Physically shaking.
“You need to go,” I tell him because it’s the only truth I know. My mind is a chaotic storm and everything I’d been keeping at bay, all the fear and sorrow are screaming at me until I can’t hear anything. I can’t make out anything. The exception being the man standing right in front of me who’s the cause of my pain.
“Who did you think I was, Addison?” he asks me as if this is my fault.
And maybe part of it is.
“You knew I wasn’t a good man back then, and you know that now.”
“Get out.” They’re the only words I can say.
“It was years ago.”
“I said get out!” I scream at him, but he only gets closer to me until I shove him away. He can’t hold me and make this right.
“You stalked me.” I can barely get the words out. I’m in disbelief and terrified, although I’m not sure which reaction is winning.
“You had hope,” he says back hard as if it justifies everything. “You had happiness. You had everything I wanted. You were everything I wanted. You can hate me for it, but you can’t deny that. It’s the truth.”
“I want you to leave.”
“Please don’t make me leave,” he tells me as if it’s only just now getting through to him. He looks at the open doorway and then back at me. The hall is empty and cold and a draft comes in, making me shudder.
“Get. Out.” I can’t look at him as he stares at me, waiting for me to say something else.
“Addison-”
“Out!” I yell as loud as I can. So hard my throat screams with pain and my heart hurts.
Even over my rushing blood I hear each of his footsteps as he walks away from me.
“You said you wouldn’t leave me,” Daniel grits between his teeth as he stands on the threshold of my door.
The words leave me as I slam the door shut in his face. “I lied.”





CHAPTER 48
Daniel

The heavy pit in my stomach is why I don’t give people a damn piece of myself. That sick feeling that I swear is never going to go away is why I play it close to the vest.
I thought she was different.
I close my eyes, swallowing although my throat is tight and listening to the busy traffic on Lincoln Street. I’m close to the address Marcus gave me. Close to being done with this town and having no reason to stay.
It’s only when the street quiets that I open my eyes and force myself to move forward. Going through with the motions.
She is different. She does know better. She knows who and what I am.
She just doesn’t want to accept it.
And how can I really blame her? I don’t want to accept it either. I didn’t even get to tell her all of the truth. I didn’t get to take her pain away from thinking she’s to blame.
And that makes everything that much harder to swallow.
Passing a corner liquor store, I make sure I track the movements of the few people scattered around me. I keep to myself, heading south down the street. It’s late and only the moon and streetlights illuminate the road ahead of me. But dark is good when you don’t want to be seen.
I try to focus, but with the quiet of the night, I can’t help but to think of Addison. She’s always comforted me in the darkness.
I finally had her. Really had her. I felt what I always knew there could be between us. And I let her get away. I lost her by confessing.
Maybe that’s why it hurts this fucking bad. She loved who I am, but hates what I’ve done. And there’s no way I can take it back.
She saw the truth of what I was, but I could have sworn she knew it all along.
Maybe I should have just hinted at it. And let her ask if she wanted to know more.
You can’t change the past. If anyone knows that fact all too well, it’s me.
Give her time. I close my eyes, remembering the advice I gave Tyler once. If only it was that easy.
The chill in the autumn air is just what I need as I steady my pace with my hands in my jacket pockets. The metal of the gun feels cold against my hand as I glance from house number to house number.
55 West Planes. In the mailbox.
That’s what Marcus said. Simple instructions. But an easy setup if he’s planning one.
They say he’s a man with no trace, no past, and nothing to use against him. A ghost. A man who doesn’t exist.
He knows everything and only tells you what he wants when he wants to deliver it. But he’s a safe in-between for people like us to use. Because if Marcus tells you something, it’s because he wants you to know it.
And that’s a good thing, unless he wants you dead.
I brush my hair back as I glance from right to left. There’s a group of guys on the steps of an old brick house across the street and on its mailbox is 147.
I cross the street after passing them, so I’m on the odd-numbered side. The block before this was numbered in the two hundreds. So one more block.
The adrenaline pumps in my blood and I finger the gun inside my jacket pocket.
I have to will away the thoughts of Addison, no matter how much they cling to me and plague me every waking second.
My father taught us all to pay attention. Distractions are what get you killed.
A huff of a laugh leaves me at the memory of his lesson.
I guess when you don’t care if you live or die, the severity of his words don’t send pricks down your skin like they did when you were a child.
Tyler wasn’t with me that day. I wonder if my father ever bothered to give Tyler that advice. Addison was as big of a distraction to him as she was to me.
With the tragic memories threatening to destroy me, I halt in my tracks, realizing I wasn’t even looking at the numbers.
And I happened to stop right at 55. The mailbox is only two steps away.
The cold metal door of the mailbox opens with a creak. The sound travels in the tense air and the inside appears dark and empty. I dare to reach inside and pull out only an unmarked envelope. Nothing else.
My forehead pinches as I consider it. It’s thin and looks as if it’s not even carrying anything. But it’s sealed and this is the right address.
All of this for one little envelope.
Slamming the door to the mailbox shut, I walk a few blocks, gripping the envelope in my hand and looking for a bus stop.
I text my brother even though I don’t want to. I don’t want him to know it’s done. That I have what he’s been waiting for. It’s just an envelope.
It’s marked as read almost immediately and he responds just as quickly.
Good. Come back home.
Staring at his text, that pit in my stomach grows. I’m frozen to the cement sidewalk, knowing I have to leave and hating that fact.
I know I need to move and not stay here, lingering when Marcus will be watching. But with the phone staring back at me with no new messages or missed calls, the compulsive habit of calling Addison takes over.
The phone rings and rings and goes to her voicemail.
I haven’t stopped trying and I don’t intend to.
I stayed as long as I could outside her door. I listened to her cry until she had nothing left. I don’t know if I should have tried to talk to her and made her aware that I was still there wanting to comfort her, or if it would have only made her angrier.
A heavy burden weighs on my chest as I slip the envelope into my jacket, careful to fold it down the center and keep moving in the night.
I have no choice but to take this back to Carter. There’s no way I can stay.
For the first time in a long time, I feel trapped. Suffocated by what’s coming.
I can’t leave her again.
I can’t watch her walk away, and I can’t leave her either.
But it was never my choice.
It’s always been hers.





CHAPTER 49
Addison

I can’t count the number of times I swore I was haunted. Not the hotels I stayed in or the places I moved. But me. A Romani woman in New Orleans once told me that it’s not places, it’s people who are haunted.
And since the day Tyler died, I swore up and down that he decided he would haunt me as I ran from place to place, never finding sanctuary.
From the creaks in the floorboards, to small things being misplaced. Every time I tried to find meaning in those moments. Each time I thought it was something Tyler wanted me to know and see.
There were so many nights when I cried out loud, begging him to forgive me. Even when I couldn’t forgive myself.
I wonder if Daniel heard my pleas.
My phone pings on the coffee table and out of a need to know what he has to say this time, I reach for it. I haven’t answered a single call or message from him. I don’t know what to tell him.
It’s fucked up. He’s fucked up.
He hurt me beyond recognition.
I should tell him how I couldn’t move for days on end. But the bastard knows that already.
I truly loved him, but a lie from years ago makes me question everything. He could have helped me heal. He could have shouldered the burden of my pain and I would have done the same for him. But just like when Tyler was alive, he was silent. He gave me nothing.
I’m surprised by the hurt that ripples through me when I see it’s Rae and not Daniel.
It’s a shocking feeling. And it takes me a moment to realize what I really want. I want him to beg me to forgive him. I want him to know my pain.
I let the idea resonate with me as I ignore Rae and click over to Daniel’s texts. Six of them in a row.
I’m sorry.
I was wrong.
I couldn’t help myself.
If I wasn’t with you and watching you it was too much for me to take.
I wish you would understand.
I would never hurt you. I never will.
I read his texts and the anger boils as I text back. You’ll never know how much it hurt to go through that alone. And you made it worse for me. You sat in silence while I was in pain. How could you ever think I’d forgive you?
I realize I’m more disturbed that he didn’t try to help me than the fact that he stalked me. I guess that’s not so different from what he did when I was with Tyler.
I press send without thinking twice. And then I click over to Rae, who wants to know how it’s going. Fucking priceless, I think bitterly.
I roll my eyes, letting a shudder run through my body and tears roll down my cheeks. Instead of answering her, I move to the kitchen for a bottle of wine.
I still haven’t unpacked my wine glasses and I know it’s because part of me was already envisioning leaving with Daniel. I knew he wasn’t staying long and I’d go anywhere with him. I would have done anything he wanted to be by his side.
My phone pings again as I bend down and grab a bottle of merlot by the neck from the bottom shelf of my wine rack. I pretend I’m going to let the phone sit there, but I’m too eager to see what he has to say. I’m a slave to his response.
He writes back, Because I was in pain too. And I’m sorry. It wasn’t to hurt you. It was only to distract me from the guilt I felt.
Pain and guilt and agony and death make people do awful things. But it’s no excuse.
I write back instantly, You used me.
I did.
I hate you for it. I stare at the text message and with the pain in my heart, I already know it’s not hate. It just hurts so much that he watched and did nothing.
Can you love me and hate me at the same time?
I’ll never forgive you.
He types some and then the bubbles that indicate he’s writing stop. And then they continue, but suddenly stop again. All the while I grip my phone tightly.
Instead of waiting, I write more. My hands shake and the anger in me confuses itself for sorrow.
I needed someone and I had no one. I wanted you, you had to know. I blamed myself for everything when there was no reason to think otherwise. You could have helped me, but you only watched. You made my pain so much worse than it needed to be.
I send it to him and although it’s marked as read, nothing comes. Minutes pass and the ticking of the clock serves as a constant reminder of every second going by with nothing to fill the gaping hole in my heart.
The moment I set the phone down on the counter and reach for the corkscrew, the phone beeps. I have to read it twice and then reread the message I’d sent him before the sob escapes me.
That’s the way I felt every time you kissed him.
My shoulders shake so hard that I fall to the ground, my phone falling as well, although the screen doesn’t shatter. I cover my face as I cry, hating myself even more and not knowing how to make anything better.
My phone pings again, but I can’t answer it for the longest time. Even though it feels pathetic, I cry so hard it hurts every piece of my heart. The piece I gave Tyler when I gave myself to him. The piece I thought I’d left behind when I walked away from him. The piece that left me when he was laid to rest, and the piece I gave Daniel. There are many pieces. Pieces from years ago, from only days ago and the very big piece he just took.
I want him back instantly. I want him to hold me. There’s a part of me that knows it’s weak and pathetic to feel this desperate need for someone else. But deep inside I know I’d live my life happily being weak and pathetic for him. Isn’t he weak for me just the same?
Sniffling and wiping at my face, I somehow get up, bracing myself against the counter and reaching for the faucet. My face is hot and I can still hardly breathe.
I don’t think you ever get over the death of someone who’s taken up space in your soul. It isn’t possible. There are only moments when you remember that you’re a pale imitation of what you could be if they were still with you. And those moments hurt more than anything else in this world.
As I turn off the faucet, I swear I hear something behind me and I whip around, a chill flowing over my skin and leaving goosebumps in its wake.
It takes every ounce of strength in me to lower myself to the ground, although my eyes stay on the skinny hallway where the noise came from.
It’s silent as I pick up the phone, barely breathing, and quickly message Daniel. Are you here now?
It was a long time ago. I promise you. I wasn’t well. I’m sorry.
I stare at his answer, feeling a chill flow over my skin and the hairs on the back of my neck raise.
So it’s not you? I will myself to keep my eyes on the hallway, my back to the counter as I type. I can barely breathe.
Someone there?
I don’t answer him and a series of texts come through. Ping. Ping. Ping. Each another sound that echoes down the hall.
Without looking at the messages I text, I’m fine.
His answer comes through before I look back to the hall. I’m coming over.
At his response I push forward, forcing myself to walk down the hall and to the loft bedroom. There’s only one door and I push it open, telling myself it’s nothing as the phone pings in my hand again.
It pings again as I take in the bedroom, cautiously stepping forward until I see a picture has fallen from the collage on the far side of the room.
My phone pings a third time and I can finally breathe. It’s only a photo that’s fallen.
I read his latest text
and roll my eyes. Answer me.
My heart nearly jumps out of my chest as the phone rings and I drop it on the floor. It takes the entire time it’s ringing for me to catch my breath and when I do I pick up the phone to text him. It was only a picture falling.
I’m on my way.
Don’t come here, I text back while I’m still on the floor and I hope he can feel the anger that’s still there. I add, I don’t want you here.
It hurts me to tell him that. Partly because it’s a lie. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours and I can already see myself forgiving him.
Addison please. Don’t shut me out.
It took us long enough to admit what we needed.
I miss you. I need you.
If you’re scared I need to be there.
With the fear and regret and everything else that’s tortured me today, I just want to give in to him after reading his rapid-fire texts. But I won’t.
I just need sleep, I reply and then add, Don’t come.
Please forgive me, he finally texts and I can’t respond right now, so I shut the phone off and fall onto the bed. I don’t know how long I stare at the wall or at what point I decide I have enough energy to clean up the fallen picture, but I know it’s longer than I’d like.
The command tape is stuck to the wall this time. I swear I’ll never use it again.
Just like I’ll never let myself give in to Daniel again.
Some people you’re meant to miss.
They’re just no good for you.
I think the words, but I don’t know if I really feel them.
With that thought in mind I move to where the picture frame lays facedown on the ground and lift it carefully. Luckily there’s no broken glass.
I almost feel okay as I turn it over to inspect the frame.
But then I see the picture that fell. One I took myself, five years ago.
A still life of Tyler’s rusty old truck.
And that’s when I lose it all over again. I’m forced to come to terms with the fact that some wounds never heal. And they aren’t meant to be forgotten.





CHAPTER 50
Daniel

The phone rings and rings as I throw a zipped up bag into the corner with the rest of the luggage. I’ve packed light for years, but it’s never bothered me before.
Looking at the small pile that comprises everything I own, I’ve never felt so worthless. Or so tired. I didn’t sleep at all.
The phone goes silent and instead of calling Addison again, I scroll to Carter’s number and call him. I could easily text him to let him know I’m on my way, but I don’t want to. I want him to hear the defeat in my voice. And I need to talk to someone. Someone real. I’m losing everything, slowly feeling it drain from me.
I need someone. Desperately. I stayed awake outside Addison’s apartment all night. I had to make sure she was okay. But time doesn’t wait, and I had to pack … and now I have to leave.
It only rings twice before he picks up, greeting me with my name although it comes out as a question. And I know why he’d be confused to see I’m calling him.
I don’t call anyone ever. I don’t care to talk to him or any of my brothers, and they’re the only ones alive I love. My brothers and Addison.
“Do you miss him?” I ask Carter without prefacing my question. “Not like Mom and Dad, where we knew it was coming and it made sense.” Carter tries to talk on the other end of the line, but I keep going, pinching the bridge of my nose and sitting on the end of the bed. It protests with my weight. “The kind of missing someone where it feels better to pretend they’re coming back? The kind of missing where you talk to them like they can hear you and it makes you feel better?” I know why I don’t go home. It’s because he’s there in my head. I know what home is, and he’s there. I refuse to accept otherwise. I can’t.
I tell him I’m sorry every time I’m reminded of him. I hate going south, too many old trucks. I could never tell the difference, but they were Tyler’s thing. He was an old soul like that.
“Every day,” Carter says as I sit there quietly.
“I did something,” I start to confess to Carter but stop myself. I’m too ashamed, so I settle on something else. “I ran into Addison.” Her name leaves me in a rush, taking all the air in my lungs with it.
“Tyler’s Addison? That’s what brought this up?” he questions me and I nod my head like an ass, as if he can see.
“Yeah,” I almost repeat, Tyler’s Addison. But she never belonged to him. As much as I love him, she was always mine. Maybe he was meant to be her first, but I’ll be her last. My throat tightens and my heart hammers in my chest. She’s not his anymore. She’s mine. And telling Carter feels like a betrayal of the worst kind. It feels like I’m telling Tyler. And as much as I thought it would be easy to admit it, I don’t want them to hate me. They have to understand.
“And?” Carter presses and I’m not sure where to begin.
“When I left … after Tyler died five years ago … when I left you and the family, I followed her.” The words spill from me. “Watching her cry made me feel normal. She gave me hope that I wasn’t broken, because she felt the same way. But she stopped crying, Carter. She moved on without me.”
“Daniel,” Carter warns and I hate him for it.
“You’ll listen to me,” I seethe with barely concealed anger. He will listen and accept it. There are no other options. I can’t have it end any other way. “I have no one.”
“You chose no one. You left us.”
“You know why.” They gave Tyler’s phone to Carter after the dust settled. Carter saw. He never spoke it out loud. But I was there and I know he saw that I was the one texting him.
I’m the one who led Tyler to his death.
“You didn’t have to go.” His voice is sincere, but soft and full of sympathy.
“Well I’m coming back now,” I tell him.
“Does she know?” he asks me and I answer him with, “I shouldn’t have told her.”
“She knows you followed her? Is she going to press charges?” he asks and I huff a humorless laugh and then stare at the ceiling fan that’s perfectly still.
“I don’t think so,” I say and it’s only then that question becomes a possibility. I’ve only been thinking about what I can do to make her forgive me.
“She has to forgive me,” I tell him with words stronger than I feel.
“She doesn’t have to do anything,” Carter answers me and the silence stretches as my disdain for him grows.
“What did she say?” he asks me just as I’m ready to hang up.
“That she hates me.” It doesn’t hurt me to say the words today like they hurt me yesterday. There’s hope, only a small piece, but it’s there. “She didn’t mean it,” I tell him.
“Did you do anything else?” Carter asks me with a tone that’s cautious, like he already knows.
“I’ve done lots of things, brother.”
“With her. With Addison.” My gaze wanders to my shoes by the bed and I bend down to put them on and lace them while I tell him, “I tried to stay away from her, but she sought me out … before she knew.”
“Did she fuck you?” he asks me and it strikes me as if he’s said it backward.
“I fucked her, yes.” The irritation gives me strength and I stare at the pile of shit next to the door that I’ll take with me back home and nearly leave it behind. It’s all meaningless.
“Is she …” Carter hesitates to ask.
“She’s mine.” The words leave me quickly, whipping out as if they’re meant to lash him, hating how he questions it. She’s always been mine.
I almost tell him that she’ll forgive me, but the doubt in me stops the words on the tip of my tongue.
“I’m coming home. I’ve been running away for a long time.”
“If you bring her, tell me so I can tell the others.”
“Why tell them?” Although I don’t give a shit what they think, I know Addison will.
“She was like a sister to us, Daniel. She didn’t just leave Tyler, she left all of us.”
She didn’t just leave us once. She left us twice.
When I heard her break up with Tyler in the kitchen, I could hear every word. I stood by the window, watching her leave.
I can’t let her leave a third time. I can’t let her go.
Before I can stop myself, I speak into the phone, “I’ll let you know.”
Staring at the closed door to this rented house, I can see Addison so clearly all those years ago. Driving away and I never bothered to stop her or tell her how she wasn’t allowed to leave.
She could never leave.
She was meant to be there.
Not with Tyler, but with me.
Maybe if I had bothered to tell either of them that, Tyler would still be here and none of this would have happened.





CHAPTER 51
Addison

This coldness won’t go away.
It follows me everywhere. Even burying myself under the blankets doesn’t take the chill away.
I can’t sleep. I can only wait for updates from Daniel. He texted me all night. He’s really leaving.
It all feels so final and I have no time to process anything. There’s a heaviness in my chest and a soreness in my lungs that I’m so painfully aware of. They won’t leave me alone.
Another message, another plea from him.

PLEASE MEET ME, he begs. I can’t lose you again.
Looking at his message stirs up so much emotion. I don’t want to lose him. That’s the worst part of all of this. It’s the fact that I don’t want to be alone and without him again.
But how can you forgive someone for watching you suffer when they knew they could save you?
I’ll wait outside. I’m on my way and I’ll wait for you, but I can’t wait long. Please Addison.
The seconds tick by as I stare at his message.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
It’s early in the morning; the sun is still rising. A new day.
I can tell him goodbye. Just one last kiss. A kiss for the love we had. The love we shared for another too. A final goodbye that I should have had years ago.
I can pretend that’s what this will be, but I already feel myself clinging to him.
Some people you’re meant to say goodbye to, and others you aren’t.
I don’t text him back. Instead I head to the bathroom. I look exactly how I feel, which is fucking awful. I half question getting myself somewhat put together to see him.
But I don’t want him to remember me like this if it really is the last time I’ll see him.
I take a few minutes, each one seeming longer and longer even though hardly any time has passed. And when I look up, I see a pretty version of me, with mascara and concealer to hide the exhaustion. I can’t hide the pain though.
I’ll try to let him go and move on.
Because that’s what I’m supposed to do. Isn’t it? It’s what a sane, strong woman would do.
The zipper seems so loud as I close the makeup bag, as does the click of the light switch. There’s hardly any light from the early morning sunrise as I make my way out and down the stairs to the side entrance of the apartment.
Each step feels heavier than the last and my heart won’t stop breaking.
It’s a slow break, straight down the center. My heart hates me, but yet again, it’s something that seems so fitting.
There’s a large window on the side entrance door and I’m staring out of it, looking for Daniel’s car when I push it open. He isn’t here yet. Not that I can see.
I want more time before I have to say goodbye and it makes it painfully obvious that I don’t want to speak the words. But I can’t be weak and I don’t know that I can forgive him.
The cool air hits my face as the wind whips by and I walk slowly down the stairs. I take my time, not wanting this to end but knowing it’s so close and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
The second I hit the bottom step and see Daniel’s car pull up to the curb, a large hand covers my face at the same time that I’m pulled back into a heavy wall—no, a man’s chest.
A man. Someone’s grabbed me. The realization hits me in a wave. I didn’t see him coming. I still can’t see him.
A scream rips up my throat as I try to swing back and hit him. Daniel! I try to scream, but I can’t. The man whirls around and my vision is blurred as I hit a brick wall, my arm scraping against it.
I don’t stop screaming; I don’t stop fighting with everything I have. My knee thumps against the brick wall as the man sneers at me to be quiet, the black leather glove on his hand making my face feel hot. I kick off the wall with the fear, the anger, and the knowledge that if I don’t scream for Daniel, he won’t know. He won’t be able to save me.
My knee burns with pain as I shove my weight into the man and push at the same time, falling to the asphalt and breaking free for only a split second.
I scream out for Daniel, although I don’t know if he heard me. I can’t breathe as a man in a black hoodie with bloodshot eyes shoves his hand down on my face so hard that I think he broke my nose for a moment. The pain radiates and tears stream from my eyes.
I always thought the worst thing you could see when you die was the face of someone who loved you, but couldn’t help you.
Staring into the black eyes of this man, I question that.
But relief comes quickly.
Through my blurred vision, I see a boot slam into his head, knocking him off of me although I struggle to get myself free and scramble away.
Bang! Bang!
I hear gunshots and I scream out again out of instinct, falling onto my side and huddling into a ball. Bang!
One last shot.
One heartbeat.
Another.
Silence.
And then I look up to see the man lying still, but Daniel clutching at his chest. He breathes heavily and then stumbles.
“No!” I cry out as blood soaks through his white cotton t-shirt and into the open button-up layered over it.
“Daniel,” I cry out with fear gripping my heart.
He screams at me, even though the strength is gone. “Get inside!”
My body refuses to obey as he pulls his hand away from his chest. There’s blood. So much blood.
Daniel’s expression only changes from worried for me to angered as he stares at his hand. His focus moves to the man lying motionless on the asphalt and he points the gun at his head, firing.
Bang! Bang! Bang! Each shot makes my body tremble. The man’s body doesn’t react. His face is one I don’t recognize as he stares lifelessly at nothing.
My gaze shifts from his dead eyes back to Daniel as he hunches over and grips his chest, falling to his knees on the ground.
That’s the moment I can finally move again. And I run to him as fast as I can with one thought running through my mind.
Everyone I love dies.
Every.
Single.
One.





CHAPTER 52
Daniel

F uck.
Hot blood pours from my wound and soaks into my shirt as I lean against the brick wall, feeling sharp, shooting pains run up and down my spine. I apply pressure to the gunshot to try to stop the flow.
I can barely breathe through my clenched teeth at the pain.
“Go inside,” I try to yell at Addison as she hovers over me. “Now,” I grit out and my words come out weak.
“Daniel, get up. Get up!” she yells at me. And it actually makes me smile.
As I try to stand, with her pulling on me and attempting to aid me, I look back down at my hand. It’s bright red, not black. That’s the first good sign. But when I look down to my chest and see how much it’s still bleeding, the lightheadedness nearly makes me collapse.
“Come with me,” she begs. “We have to go to the hospital.”
“No, no hospital. No cops.” I’m still okay enough to know better than that. “You can’t stay here; the cops will be coming. You have to go.”
“I’m not leaving you,” she yells at me with disbelief. “Just stay with me. Hide in my apartment. Let me help you, please,” she begs me and that’s the only reason I let her wrap an arm around me and guide me back to her apartment.
Thank fuck it’s so early in the morning and everything went down in the back alley.
Dark alley.
A man who knew where to be and when.
Someone with information.
Not Marcus … but it’s someone who must know Marcus. My gaze moves to Addison’s pale face as she opens the door to her apartment. Someone who wanted her. Someone who wanted to hurt me. And Marcus had to have told them. He’s the only one who knew I was with her and what she meant to me.
“Come on.” She tries to push me into her apartment and for a moment I hesitate, but if Marcus or someone else is after Addison, I have to be beside her.
It’s too late for me to say goodbye.
I feel breathless as my gaze darts from the door behind us to the counter, then to the window. I have to tell Carter. At the thought a pain shoots up my back and down my shoulder, making me grit my teeth.
Fuck! Holding my breath, I put more pressure on the wound.
My steps are wide as I walk in and head for the kitchen. To the tile floor where it will be easy to clean up.
“Was there blood in the alley?” I ask Addison in a pained voice that I can’t control and look behind me as I walk. Nothing’s spilling onto the floor. Not a drop. My shirt is soaked with blood, but hopefully there’s nothing that will lead the cops up to Addison.
“A lot of it,” she answers me as she rips open the cabinet door and pulls out a roll of paper towels.
“Did it lead up the stairs?” I ask her breathlessly and then wince from the pain. Fuck! Make it stop. Please.
She looks at me wide-eyed before realizing I was talking about my blood. Not the asshole who dared to put his hands on her. She visibly swallows while shaking her head frantically. “No, nothing.” She winds the paper towels around her hand before giving me the bundle of them. Her hands are still trembling. My poor Addison.
I take a quick look, as quickly as I can. Looks like the bullet exited cleanly. The wound isn’t the problem. It’ll bleed, but it’ll heal. It’s the infection that’ll kill me if I don’t have one of the guys take a look at it.
“Come sit,” she tells me while also reaching for my shirt. “Sit down,” she commands again. Her hands are shaking and her voice trembles, but she’s trying to be strong.
I reach out and grab her hand to stop her. My blood smears on her soft skin. “I’m fine,” I say to try to comfort her.
Addison shakes her head with tears in her eyes. “Sit down and let me take care of you.” She swallows her tears back and adds, “If you won’t go to the hospital, it’s the least you can do.”
A breath leaves me and makes me feel weak.
Another and my hand releases hers, but she doesn’t look at it. She doesn’t even wipe the blood away; she’s still searching my eyes for approval.
Nodding, I take a step back and push the chair at the kitchen island far back enough to sit.
I watch her face the entire time she helps me pull my shirt off. She cares about me still. I know she does. She’ll forgive me.
“Didn’t you say you’d hate me forever?” I ask her. Maybe I’m delirious. I don’t know why I push her.
“I said I’d never forgive you,” she tells me flatly and doesn’t look me in the eyes. Instead she pulls the wad of paper towels away, which are mostly soaked with blood and she quickly balls up more and presses against the wound.
“But you came down to see me,” I say without thinking. “It had to mean something.” The hope in my chest falters with her silence.
And when she does speak, its light dims.
“It means I was ready to say goodbye.”
“I don’t believe you,” I tell her without hesitation and she looks up at me teary eyed.
“Don’t cry,” I command weakly. “I didn’t want to upset you.”
She sucks in a breath and blinks the tears away, but pain is clearly written on her face.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper as she wipes the tears from her eyes. “I didn’t mean for this-”
“Oh, shut up. You couldn’t have known that this …” her voice breaks before she can finish and she closes her eyes and struggles to calm her breathing.
“It’s fine, Addison,” I try to reassure her, reaching out even though it sends a lance of pain through my chest. I run my hand down her arm and then pull her in closer, positioning her between my legs.
“It’s okay,” I whisper into her hair and then plant a small kiss on her temple as I hear sirens outside. She opens her eyes and looks to the far side of her living room, where the alley is just below.
“They may knock, but you don’t have to answer,” I tell her softly, and she only nods once, her eyes never moving.
“I’m sorry. I can’t say goodbye to you,” I tell her as I wish I hadn’t ever come back to the bar. I wish I hadn’t brought this on her. She doesn’t know. I’m sure she thinks it was a random mugging or attempted rape. She has no idea. But I know there’s no way it’s a coincidence.
“I wish I could say goodbye to you again. I wish I could tell you I’ll let you go, because it really is what a good man would do.”
“Here you go with words about good and bad men when you don’t even know the difference.” Addison’s tone is flat but there’s the hint of a smile waiting for me. I can feel it.
“Thank you for taking care of me,” I speak as she pulls the wad of paper towels away and there’s less blood. I try to take a deep breath, but it hurts and I wince.
“Let me clean and bandage you,” she says although I’m not sure she really wants a response. I swallow thickly and let her work. She can do whatever she wants to me, since I’m just grateful that she’s here for me.
I don’t deserve her. I know I don’t. And that’s all I can think about as she tapes the sterile gauze in place. Even as she poured rubbing alcohol over my wound I barely felt a thing.
“I need you to go lie down.” Addison speaks with authority although she looks like a beautiful mess herself.
The desperate need for sleep begs me to listen to her, although Carter is expecting me. He knows I’m coming.
As if reading my mind Addison says, “It can wait. You can’t drive right now anyway.”
“Will you lie down with me?” I would give anything to feel her soft body next to mine and hold her right now. The thought sends a warmth through me, but it vanishes when I look up.
Her sad eyes meet mine with something they haven’t before. Regret, maybe? Or denial? I’m not sure, but I’m certain she’s going to tell me no.
“Please,” I add and my voice trembles. “Even if it’s only a little while?”
She’s reluctant to nod, but she does and my throat closes with a pain that’s sure to haunt me forever.
At least I have one more night. But I know in my heart, it’s only one more night.





CHAPTER 53
Addison

I don’t want to wake up. I don’t want to move.
Because right now I have a man I desperately want, and it doesn’t make me weak to be with him. But when this moment is over, that’s what I’ll be. It’s not about forgiving him anymore; it’s accepting who I am if I’m with him.
I’m not sure how long we’ve been in bed, but the knocks at the door from the cops came and went. And at least hours have passed, because my eyes don’t feel so heavy, only sore.
“You’re awake.” Daniel’s deep rumble makes his chest vibrate. And it’s only then that I realize how close to him I am, how I’m curled around him and his arm is behind my back, holding me to him.
I roll over slightly, only enough so my head is on the pillow and not his chest. There are so many things to say. And so little time.
You can want a person but know they’re bad for you. That’s the person Daniel’s been for me since I’ve met him. And it’s not going to change.
Daniel lifts the sheet and checks his gunshot wound. I can only see a faint circle of blood and I try to gauge his reaction, but he doesn’t say anything.
“Are you going to be okay?” I ask him and try to swallow down my worry.
“Are you going to leave me if I say I’ll be fine?” he asks, turning his face toward me and his lips are only inches from mine.
I huff a small laugh and a trace of a smile is there for a moment, but the pain of the unknown is quick to take it away. The smile on my lips quivers and I have to take in a deep breath.
“I don’t know where we go from here.” It’s hard to tell him the truth.
I hear him swallow and then he looks up at the ceiling, rather than at me.
“I still want you,” he says in a whisper although I’m not sure he meant for it to come out that way. “I can’t let go of you,” he says and puts his gaze back on me, assessing my reaction.
I can’t explain how it feels to hear him say the only words I want to hear. I want to beg him not to let go of me because I’m so afraid to lose myself with him, but I don’t ever want to be apart.
A second passes, and then another. And I don’t know what to do or think or say. I only know time is running out.
“I’ll never stop watching you, Addison. My heart thinks you belong to me and it always has. Whether I want it, whether you want it. It doesn’t matter–I’ll always feel this need to watch over you.”
“It’s not the watching part,” I try to tell him and then shake my head. My hair slides against the pillow and I struggle to speak, but somehow I do. “It just hurts.”
“I’m sorry.” He says the same words as before, but the pain is so much more real now as he turns over slightly and puts his hand on mine.
“Do you want me?” he asks me and then adds, “Do you want to come home with me? I’ll make it better. I swear I will.”
He squeezes my hand and I don’t know what to say. I just want everything to feel better and to not hate myself for running back to him.
“I don’t want you to come with me because you’re lost or lonely or scared. If you want me, I want you. I can’t help it and I can’t stop it. I tried and when I finally let go of you, there was nothing left of me.”
My heart aches for him and for me. I know exactly how he feels. Tears prick my eyes and I can hardly breathe.
I can’t answer him, so instead I tell him what I’d planned on saying when I was ready to say goodbye.
My words come out in shuddered breaths. “If you’d come to me back then, I would have let you in. Instead of watching me in pain, I would have loved you for being there for me and I would have been there for you too.”
“You’re blind to how you were back then. You may have had feelings for me. But you loved him.”
“I loved you too though.” My voice cracks as I protest and I heave in a breath.
“You wouldn’t if you knew the truth. It was my fault-”
I cut him off, pressing my finger to his lips to silence him. “I’m done with the past, Daniel. I don’t need to know every horrible thing you once did. I only wanted you to know that I would have let you in.” I almost add, just like I am now. I can feel myself falling back to him after nearly losing him. After almost seeing him die. There’s no way I can let him go again.
Something lifts in my chest. A lightness that gives me more room to breathe. It’s the truth, and knowing that makes me feel anything but weak.
He pauses, considering what I’ve said and looks past me at the window to the bedroom before speaking again. “You think you would have, but I couldn’t take the chance that you’d turn me away. I never had a chance, Addison. Even after he was gone you still loved him, and I hated myself for even thinking about taking his place in your heart. I don’t care anymore. I already hate myself, but at least I can have you. I can love you better than anyone else.”
He swallows thickly and adds, “I can promise you that.”
“Love is a strong word.” I’m still afraid to tell him I love him. I don’t want him to die. More than anything else, I can’t lose him. I know deep down inside, I love Daniel Cross and always have.
“It’s the right word for what we have, but we can pretend to go slow?” he questions as if I’ve already forgiven him. As if I’ve agreed to go back home with him.
“So you think I’m yours again?” I ask him as I wipe under my eyes and sniffle. “Just like that?”
He holds my gaze as he tells me, “You’ve always been mine.”
And I don’t have any words for him in return.
It’s true.
Daniel says that he’s the one who never had a chance back then.
But the truth is Tyler never did.
I was always Daniel’s and I don’t think I had it in me to say that out loud. Because I don’t know if Tyler could have ever forgiven me if he knew.
Daniel leans closer to me with the intent to kiss me. But just before he can cup the back of my head, he winces in pain.
“Shit,” the word leaves my lips quickly and I hover over him. “For the love of God, lie down and rest.” I pull up the sheets to check on the wound, but it looks the same.
“No, I need to kiss you,” he says softly and when my eyes meet his, he smiles weakly and pleadingly.
“I need to kiss you too,” I whisper and tears prick my eyes.
I lean down to press my lips to his. I mean it to be soft and sweet, but it deepens instantly and naturally. One of his hands cradles the back of my head, his fingers spearing through my hair. The other grips onto my hip, holding me there as his tongue sweeps over mine and his hot breath mingles with mine.
My body heats, feeling completely at home in his embrace.
“I need you,” he whispers against my lips with his eyes closed. My pussy clenches at his words and it’s then that I feel his erection against my thigh. The agony breaks and I wipe under my eyes.
“You’re hurt,” I tell him as I weakly shake my head and cup his strong jaw in my hand.
“Doesn’t matter, I’ll always need you. Always want you.”
My heart pounds and pounds again. Recognizing how true it is, because it’s the same for me.
“I love you,” I say the words in a whisper even though they frighten me. “I can’t lose you.”
“I love you more,” he tells me and I lean down to kiss him again and shut him up before he makes that pain in my heart grow even more.





CHAPTER 54
Tyler

Five years ago

I feel so fucking stupid.
I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.
It took him texting me where she is for me to realize it.
Daniel’s in love with Addison.
And she’s in love with him.
It all makes sense now.
I check the map on my phone to make sure I’m going the right way, although every step makes my heart hurt more.
He doesn’t know that I know. Neither does she, but I can do them both a favor and tell them.
I want to kiss her one last time though.
I know it’s wrong. But it’s just a goodbye kiss. Something to remember her by. Something to let her know that it’s okay. That I’m okay with her loving him. I just want her to be happy. She needs it more than anyone. I can see it in her eyes.
My throat feels tight as I walk past Fourth Street. The rain starts coming down harder and it feels fitting.
I pull up my hoodie around my head and listen to my sneakers squeak on the sidewalk as I make my way closer to heartbreak.
I thought her telling me that she couldn’t be with me anymore was the worst thing I’d ever feel.
But knowing she loves my brother and wants him more than she wants me? Fuck, it hurts. It hurts so fucking much.
My phone vibrates and I look down to see a text from Daniel. She’s gone into the corner store now and Daniel said it looks like she’s been crying. She’s been doing it at school too. But she won’t let me near her this time. She won’t let me comfort her when she needs it so badly.
This isn’t the first time she’s dumped me. My brothers don’t know because I’m too ashamed to tell them.
But each time she did, I’d find her crying somewhere and she’d let me hold her to make it feel better.
I just loved her, hoping she loved me back. And I know some part of her does. But I never thought she didn’t love me fully because there was someone else.
I thought it was just the way she is. That she just pushes people away and that I would have to handle her more gently. I should have known by the way she avoided Daniel and the way he asked about her.
How was I so fucking stupid?
Do you want me to go to her? Daniel texts me and I stop one block over from where she is. Where both of them are. So close, I can see the window of the store. The light is dim in the sheets of rain. So close, but so far away.
I should tell him yes. I should let him go to her. I bet she’d let him comfort her.
But I just want one last kiss. Just one more time before I let her go.
It’s all I want. Just one last kiss before I let her go.





CHAPTER 55
Addison

“I don’t think I can breathe.”
“I’m not inside you right now, so you should be fine,” Daniel quips as the car door shuts behind us. He leaves his black Mercedes in the paved horseshoe driveway as we step up to the Cross estate. The stubborn asshole wouldn’t let me drive. The painkillers definitely helped him. But I’m looking forward to someone taking a look at him. Someone who knows what they’re doing.
“It’s different from the other house,” I state, ignoring Daniel’s joke and how easy this is for him. It’s not just different. It’s massive. They used to live in a small house off the backroads. This is … something else.
“Home looks different when you’re different,” he tells me and walks forward, leaving me standing in the shadow of the large white stone house. Is it even a house? It looks like a mansion.
“Who lives here?” I ask Daniel and he wraps his arm around my waist. “It’s for all of us.”
I haven’t seen any of his brother’s since the funeral and on that day, I couldn’t look any of them in the eye. I could barely speak to them. I could barely do anything because the guilt was so strong. My pulse quickens as he pushes me forward.
“I don’t know …”
“I know you can. And you’ll feel better when you do. Both of us will feel better when we go in there.” His eyes plead with me—not just to go in for him, but to be with him.
He holds out his hand for me, leaving it in the air until I finally grip on to him.
“Don’t leave me,” I whisper and stare into his eyes.
A tight smile is the response I get, followed by him leaning down to kiss me once on the lips.
His hot breath tickles my skin in the crisp fall air as he lowers his mouth to the shell of my ear. “I know this isn’t …” He trails off and I can hear him lick his lips. “This isn’t a fairytale. But there’s nothing for me in there if it isn’t also for you,” he finally says and then pulls back.
My heart clenches with a pain that I think I love. A pain of a shared past, but of knowing we can have a future together.
Standing in front of the estate, with his thin black cotton shirt stretched tight across his shoulders, a shade of black that almost matches the darkness in his eyes, how could I deny him?
“They know you’re coming. They know you’re mine.” He speaks with a conviction I feel in my soul.
It’s not the first part of what he said that comforts me. It’s everything in the second part.
I want to be his, and they know that I am.
I swallow thickly and ignore the churning in the pit of my stomach as we walk up the stairs to the entryway.
It’s safe. Everything is alright. I’m with Daniel.
The thoughts are comforting enough to give me the strength to breathe as he opens the large front door and leads me inside.
Each step is harder to take and I feel myself pulling away from him. I don’t want to face his brothers. I’m too afraid of what they’ll think. I’m afraid of their judgment and hate. Because I’ve only ever had love for them. Not the kind of love I had for Tyler, and not what I have for Daniel. But love nonetheless. They gave me a home when I had none. They were my family.
And right now … I can’t bear for them to send me away.
“It’s okay,” Daniel says and holds me in the quiet foyer. “It’s going to be hard at first. The memories are the hardest part, I think, and there are a lot between us all.”
“I don’t know if I can do this,” I admit to him, wiping under my eyes to see a blurry vision of mascara smeared on my fingertips. I sniffle and then wish I hadn’t come.
“We’ll have good days and bad days, like everything else. And if it gets to be too much, we’ll leave for a while, however long we need. We can go wherever you want to go. We don’t have to stay here. I’m fine as long as we stay together. All that matters is that you stay with me.” His eyes search mine as we hold each other.
I’ll stay with him. Daniel is where my home is. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“I’ve wanted you for far too long to not have you forever now.”
“I’m yours,” I promise him.
“You’ve always been mine.”
The sound of footsteps is drowned out by a voice that echoes down into the open space. It’s grand to say the least, but I can’t take it in. I can only watch two men walk into the foyer.
“Addison,” one of them says, catching me by surprise. It takes me a long time to realize it’s Jase. I almost cry when I do. He looks so much more like Tyler than Daniel does. They always looked alike. Daniel tightens his grip on me as my voice cracks. “Jase.”
I clear my throat as Jase stands tall in front of me.
“You look so different,” Jase tells me.
“You don’t,” I say quickly but then take it back. “I mean you do, but you don’t.”
He smirks down at me and runs his forefinger and thumb over his chin. “Funny, I don’t remember you being this shy.”
I can only shrug; I don’t trust myself to speak and I can hardly keep eye contact as I remember all the memories together. Jase and Tyler were close. The closest. And unless Tyler wanted privacy, Jase was there. Like an annoying brother.
Part of me is still aware that I’m holding on to Daniel with a white-knuckled grip. And that part of me wants to let go, so I can hug Jase.
“It’s good to have you home. Everyone else thinks so too, trust me.”
“Do you-” I falter and pick worriedly at the pocket of my jeans with the hand not being held firmly by Daniel. The questions I have are all begging to come out at once.
Do you hate me for leaving him?
Do you blame me for what happened?
Do you forgive me? That’s the one that lingers. That’s the only one that matters. “I’m sorry-” I start to say, but the words are tainted with a small cry.
“Addison.” A voice to my right startles me before I can gather the strength to chance the apology. “So how’d you get him back here?” a deep voice asks me and I know immediately it’s Declan.
Daniel pulls me in closer, planting a small kiss on my temple in front of both of them as we stand in the foyer. It’s all too much, but none of them seem taken aback. Neither of the brothers is looking at me as if anything is off.
As if I’m not a reminder of what they’ve lost. Not an outsider. Not an enemy.
My lips part and I’m not sure what to say, but I’m grateful. I’m so grateful that I’m welcome. And that I get to see them again.
I never thought I would.
“Where’s Carter?” Daniel asks Declan, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me in more just slightly, but still easy and casually. His thumb hooks into my jeans and gently caresses my hip as he talks to both brothers.
I try not to make it awkward.
It takes everything in me not to cry upon seeing both of them.
I’m surprised when Daniel loosens his grip on me and whatever they were talking about comes to a halt.
I’m even more surprised when Jase leans in close.
“It’s good to see you, Addie,” Jase says and hugs me hard, so hard that Daniel has to take a step back. Finally letting my hand go as Jase pulls me to him. It’s been a long time since someone’s called me Addie. They all did back then. All of them but Daniel. I was always Addison to him.
The hug is short-lived and I’m still numb from it along with the shock of everything when Daniel asks for a minute. As soon as his brothers turn away, I press my palms to my eyes and try to calm myself down. It’s emotionally taxing to see those you’ve mourned because you thought you’d lost them forever.
“I’m okay,” I tell Daniel weakly as he rubs my back.
“I promise I’ll love you forever.” Daniel whispers words that frighten me. Words that threaten to take him from me one day. I hesitate to say it back and he adds, “Just stay with me.”
It’s a plea from the lips of a man who could destroy me.
Sometimes when you walk into a darkness, a place filled with both what terrifies you from the past and what will forever haunt you in the future, you get a sick feeling that washes over you.
Like you know bad things are coming.
“I love you too,” I whisper to Daniel and let him take my hand.
He squeezes lightly as I step further into the Cross estate.
It’s brightly lit, but it doesn’t fool me. The darkness is here.
There’s a certain feeling in the pit of your stomach. I felt it when Tyler brought me to his home all those years ago.
It’s a feeling that tells you you’re doing something wrong. Something you know you shouldn’t, but it tempts you and whispers all the right things; it promises you that you’re meant to be here.
Not unlike what I’ve felt since the moment I met Daniel. This force of needing to be with him. Of knowing I was supposed to be his all along.
Even if the very thought of being his was enough to send a chill over me each time he dared to breathe near me.
That feeling is supposed to warn you, to keep you safe.
Daniel kisses the underside of my wrist as I let the feeling settle through me.
Sometimes that feeling is terrifying.
Sometimes that feeling is home.





CARTER
I’m not used to the anxiousness ringing in my blood.
But times have changed and until this shit is settled, I’m going to be on edge.
I need all the help I can get.
And judging by the way Daniel can’t take his eyes off of Addison, he’s not in the right mindset.
But the important thing is that he’s back.
Daniel cranes his neck to look up at me from where he’s seated with her in the den.
Addison Fawn. I never thought I’d see her again. I thought I’d lost her when I lost my brother.
“Do you have a minute?” I ask him, getting their attention. Addison glances between Daniel and me, and I give her an easy smile. I’ve barely spoken to her, but it’s only because of everything else. The war that’s starting. That’s what has my attention. That, and whoever decided to fuck with us.
Whoever decided to touch Addison and fuck with Daniel.
It’s only a matter of time before we know who. Although the thought of Marcus being involved sends a chill through my blood.
Daniel winces as he stands, reminding me of the gunshot and rekindling that anger inside of me. He bends at the waist to kiss Addison. My eyes stay on her, noting how she pulls back slightly, but his hand on the back of her neck keeps her there. Her doe eyes look back into his and he brushes the tip of his nose against hers. And then she reaches up to kiss him this time.
I don’t know what she did to my brother, but it’s been a long damn time since I’ve seen him care about anything other than himself.
It’s a good look for him.
“I was wondering when you were going to come for me,” Daniel says as we walk back to the office. I keep him in sight even as he looks over his shoulder to check on her.
“You think she’s going to run off?” I ask him jokingly, but it only makes his expression harden. Maybe he’s still blind to it. But it’s obvious she loves him. It was obvious five years ago too.
Silence escorts us until I close the door to the office with a loud click.
Daniel takes a seat in front of the large desk and rather than sitting at the head of it, I take the seat across from him, feeling the worn brown leather beneath my hands.
“I need that package,” I tell him and wait for whatever the hell it is. He’s already been here for hours, but Addison needed him for a little while. I could afford them that.
With a nod, Daniel slips the envelope from his back pocket. My teeth grind against one another. Hundreds of thousands of dollars in trades and a war between drug lords are on the line over whatever the fuck the Romanos are offering us.
And it’s only a thin envelope, folded and creased down the center.
Our fingers brush as he hands it to me, but he doesn’t let it go.
With my arm outstretched I look back at my brother, waiting for what he has to say, but nothing comes. A second ticks by and he releases it, sitting back in his chair but still not saying a word.
“What’s gotten into you?” I ask him. Ever since Tyler died, Daniel’s been a shell of who he once was. Until recently. Until she came back and brought him with her. I have too for reasons no one knows, but I’m damn good at hiding it.
“She reminds you of Tyler?” he asks me.
“She reminds me of what you were like when he died,” I answer him without thinking. And it’s true. “You were on the edge of going one way or the other back then, but it looks like you’ve come back around.”
“What do you mean?”
“I thought you were going to take care of her back then.” I bite my tongue, wondering if I should tell him what Jase told me when Addison broke up with Tyler. When she said her goodbyes, she could hardly even look at Tyler. Instead she kept looking upstairs toward Daniel’s room.
Everyone knew how Daniel felt about her. She was only seventeen and we had bigger and better shit to concern ourselves with. But that day it was more than obvious why she was leaving.
It was only the three of them who were blind to it.
Daniel shakes his head as if what I’m saying is ridiculous. Even after all these years he can’t admit it.
“It doesn’t matter. You’re back, and she’s with you. I don’t care about anything else and neither does anyone else.”
It’s quiet for a long moment and Daniel runs his hand down his face, letting his head fall back and looking at the ceiling before he breathes in deep. The memory of Tyler and the pathetic look on Daniel’s face forces a vice to tighten around my heart. I fucking hate it. I hate the pain of our past more than anything else.
“Do you think he’d ever forgive me?” he asks me.
“Tyler forgave everyone,” I answer him quickly, ready to rid this anxious feeling coursing in my blood. He was the only good one of us. Of course he’s the one who died young. “And Tyler wanted her to have a home. To have a family.”
He nods his head, although it takes him a long moment before he looks back at me.
“It feels too good to be true,” he says softly and I know why.
“Did you tell her the truth?”
“The truth?” he asks as if I don’t know.
It only takes me glancing at his side where he was shot for him to understand my question.
“She has no idea. She thinks it was random. A coincidence.”
“Is it Marcus?” I have a bad feeling in my gut, but he’s the only person that this leads to.
“Yeah.” His answer is quick and met with a simmering anger that I recognize from him. There’s the brother I know and love. “I told him about her. I needed his help.”
“You told Marcus. Who else?”
“He’s the only one I told. It had to be him or someone he told.”
“Why did you tell him anything?” I keep the accusations out of my tone. Daniel’s been reckless for Addison. He always was but this …
“I had her license plate and nothing else.”
My thumb rubs in circular motions over my pointer finger as I take it all in.
He adds, “I couldn’t lose her again.” I know he could have told Jase. Jase could have looked up her information. But I don’t remind him of that. He holds on to guilt too much and I’ve only just gotten him back. I need him here… especially knowing what’s coming.
I have nothing but silence as I think of any reason that Marcus would come for us. He’s not a man I want as an enemy, but I’m also not certain it’s him.
“It wasn’t supposed to happen like that. It will never happen again.” He strengthens his resolve and leans forward, daring me to object. But I do.
“And what if she leaves you again?” I ask him and he stares back at me, his chest rising and falling with determination. “What if she finds out something she shouldn’t?”
He doesn’t say what I expect him to, that she won’t. Instead he merely answers, “Then I’ll follow her.”
My breath leaves me slowly, words failing me.
“She’s mine,” he says as if nothing else matters. And maybe it doesn’t.
I nod my head once, ending the conversation.
The hands of the clock in the office are all I can hear as I run my thumbnail under the flap of the envelope and stare back at my brother. “She’s changed you.”
“How’s that?” he asks me. Again he’s on the defensive, and it makes me smile. I like to see him showing something that’s real.
“It’s hard to pretend when you’d do anything for someone you love.”
His gaze flickers to the envelope in my hand and he stares at it as he says, “I didn’t come here for a heart to heart, Carter.”
“You didn’t open it?” Although the words come out with disbelief, the corners of my lips kick up with amusement. He’s so consumed with Addison he didn’t give a fuck about the one thing I’ve been losing sleep over for weeks.
“Marcus said it was a message of what’s to come,” he tells me as I finally open it. The paper tears easily and inside I’m surprised to find only a one-by-one-inch square photo. It falls into my palm facedown and I toss the crumpled envelope onto the desk, then flip the small piece of photo paper over.
“I went through all that shit for that?” Daniel asks, but I ignore him, too drawn to the picture.
I trace the curve of her porcelain face. I let the rough pad of my thumb run along the edge of the photo as I note her beautiful smile and the way her dark hair is lit with the sunshine in the image.
My heart pounds hard and I can’t hear what Daniel’s saying. I can’t hear anything but the conversation I had with Tony Romano in the basement cellar months ago. The man who I’ve been avoiding, and the man who reached out to Marcus to deliver the message rather than tell me himself.
The dimly lit, cold and dark room was as unforgiving and unmoving as I was when he made his case and I turned him down.
Then he started bartering with things that didn’t belong to him.
With women the Talverys were shipping off. His enemies. He wanted me to help him in a war against the Talverys and he was offering their property as payment. There was no way I’d ever accept.
“What is it?” Daniel presses, barely interrupting my memory.
“The gift from the Romanos.” I don’t know how the words come out strong as I gently place the photo onto the desk. “They want us on their side of this war they’re starting.”
I remember the way the heavy knife felt in my hand as I picked it up from his desk and stabbed it down onto the splintered wood in front of him. The sharp tip struck the paper in front of him.
The photo of the enemy family.
“If you give me any woman to start a war, it better be this one,” I sneered in his face. I remember the stale stench of whiskey and cigars as I turned my back on him, leaving the knife where it was. With the tip of it stabbing the shoulder of the enemy’s daughter. The shoulder her father’s large hand was clenched around tightly.
His pride and joy, and one and only heir.
I didn’t think Tony would ever have the balls to take her and offer her to me.
“A gift?” Daniel questions with his brows raised and then picks up the photo.
“Yes,” I answer him impatiently, quick to hide my depravity.
The photo of the one thing I asked for—Aria Talvery.
“In exchange for a war … she’s mine.”
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I should’ve known she would ruin me the moment I saw her. 
Women like her are made to destroy men like me. 
Given to me to start a war; I was too eager to accept. 

I didn’t know what she’d do to me.
She sees through me in a way no one else ever has. 
Her innocence and vulnerability make me weak for her and I hate it.
I know better than to give in to temptation. I should have known that she would change everything. 

A ruthless man doesn’t let a soul close to him.
A cold-hearted man doesn’t risk anything for anyone.
A powerful man with a beautiful woman at his mercy … he doesn’t fall for her.



My grandmother used to write. Her dream was for her stories to be published one day, but unfortunately that never happened.
Times were different back then.
Although she’s gone, she’s always with me in my heart and even in my writing. Pieces of what I remember of my grandmother have been sewn into these stories and I hope that you’ve fallen in love with her, even if you’ve never had the pleasure to meet her. I hope she would be proud of me if she were to see me now.

The ones we love never leave us.
Mommom, this book is for you. I love you.





PREFACE
Carter

“I should have fucked you so much sooner.”
I remember that first day, how she screamed and cried for me to let her go, back when I hated her and she hated me.
Even with my tight grip on her throat, with my touch sending sparks through her body , she forces her head to shake, not taking her eyes off of mine.
“No,” she whispers and my dick hardens even more, begging me to punish her for daring to defy me. But then she adds, “This is how it was supposed to be.”
Her breathing is heavy as she closes her eyes, her body bowed on my lap. She’s completely at my mercy and her pouty lips are there for the taking.
All of her. Every piece of her is mine and she knows it.
Mine.





CHAPTER 56
Carter

War is coming.
It’s something I’ve known for over two years.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
A tic in my jaw clenches in time with the rhythm of the clock, while the skin over my knuckles turns white as my fist squeezes tighter. Tension rises in my stiff shoulders and I have to remind myself to breathe in deeply and let the strain of it all go away.
Tick-tock. 
It’s the only sound echoing off the walls of my office and with each pass of the pendulum, the anger grows.
It’s always like this before I go to a meet. This one, in particular, sends a thrill through my blood, the adrenaline pumping harder with each passing minute.
My gaze drifts from the grandfather clock in my office to the shelves next to it, then beneath them to the box made of mahogany and steel. It’s only three feet deep and three feet tall by six feet long. It blends into the wall of my office, surrounded by old books.
I paid more than I should have simply to put on a display. All any of this is merely a façade. People’s perceptions are their reality. And so I paint the picture they need to see so I can use them as I see fit. The expensive books and artworks, polished furniture carved from rare wood… All of it is bullshit.
Except for the box. The story that came with it will stay with me forever. In all the years, it’s one of the few memories I can pinpoint as a defining moment. The box never leaves me.
The words from the man who gave it to me are still so fresh, as is the image of his pale green eyes, glossed over as he told me his story.
About how it kept him safe when he was a child. He told me how his mother had shoved him in it to protect him.
I swallow thickly, feeling my throat tighten and the cords in my neck strain at the recollection. He set the scene so well.
He told me how he clung to his mother, seeing how panicked she was. But he did as he was told. He stayed quiet in the safe box and could only listen while the men murdered his mother.
He offered to barter for his life with the box. And the story he gave me reminded me of my own mother telling me goodbye before she passed.
Yes, his story was touching, but I put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger regardless.
He tried to steal from me and then pay me with a box as if the money he embezzled was a debt or a loan. William was good at thieving, at telling stories, but the fucker was a dumb prick.
I didn’t get to where I am by playing nicely and being weak. On that day, I took the box that saved him as a reminder of who I was. Who I needed to be.
I made sure that box has been within my sight for every meeting I’ve had in this office. It’s a powerful reminder I can stare at as I make deal after deal with criminal after criminal and collect wealth and power in this godforsaken room.
It cost me a fortune to get this office exactly how I wanted it. But if it were to burn down, I could easily afford to replace everything.
Everything except for that box.
“You really think they’re going through with it?” I hear my brother, Daniel, before I see him. The remembrance fades in an instant.
It takes a second for me to be conscious of my facial expression, to relax my jaw and let go of the anger before I can raise my gaze to his.
“With the war and the deal? You think he’ll go through with it and take her tonight?” he clarifies.
A small huff leaves me, accompanied by a smirk as I answer, “He wants this more than anything else. He said they set her up and it’s already happening. Only hours until they’re done.”
Daniel stalks into the room slowly, the heavy door to my office closing with a soft kick of his heel before he comes to stand across from me.
“And you’re sure you want to be right in the middle of it?”
I lick my lower lip and stand, stretching as I do and turning my gaze to the window in my office. I can hear Daniel walking around the desk as I lean against it and cross my arms.
I tell him, “We won’t be in the middle of it. It’ll be the two of them, and our territory is close, but we can stay back.”
“Bullshit. He wants you to fight with him. He’s going to start this war tonight and you know it.”
I nod slowly, the memory of the smell of Romano’s cigars filling my lungs at the thought of him.
“There’s still time to call it off,” Daniel says, and it makes my brow pinch and forehead crease. He can’t be that naïve.
It’s the first time I’ve really looked at him since he’s been back. He spent years away. And every fucking day I fought for what we have. He’s gone soft. Or maybe it’s Addison who’s turned him into the man standing here now.
“This war has to happen.” My words are final, and the tone is one not to be questioned. I may have grown this business on fear and anger, each step forward followed by the hollow sound of a body dropping behind me, but that’s not how it started. You can’t build an empire with bloodstained hands and not expect death to follow you.
His dark eyes narrow as he moves closer to the window, his gaze flickering between me and the meticulously maintained garden several stories below us.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” His voice is low, and I barely hear it. He doesn’t look back at me and a chill flows across the back of my neck and down my arms as I take in his solemn expression.
It takes me back to years ago. Back to when we had a choice and chose wrong.
When whether or not we wanted to go through with any of this still meant something.
“There are men to the left of us,” I tell him as I step forward and close the distance between us. “There are men to the right. There is no possible outcome where we don’t pick a side.”
He nods once and slides his thumb across the stubble on his chin before looking back at me. “And the girl?” he asks, his piercing eyes reminding me that both of us fought, both of us survived, and we each had a tragic path that led us to where we are today.
“Aria?” I dare to speak her name and the sound of my smooth voice seems to linger in the space between us. I don’t wait for him to acknowledge me—or her, rather.
“She has no choice.” My voice tightens as I say the words.
Clearing my throat, I brace my palms against the window, feeling the frigid fall beneath my hands and lean forward to see Addison beneath us. “What do you think they would have done to Addison if they’d succeeded in taking her?”
His jaw clenches, but he doesn’t answer my question. Instead he replies, “We don’t know who tried to take her from me.”
I shrug as if it’s semantics and not at all relevant. “Still. Women aren’t meant to be touched, but they went for Addison first.”
“That doesn’t make it right,” Daniel says with indignation in his tone.
“Isn’t it better she come to us?” My head tilts as I pose the question and this time he takes a moment to respond.
“She’s not one of us. Not like Addison, and you know what Romano expects you to do with her.”
“Yes, the daughter of the enemy…” My heart beats hard in my chest, and the steady rhythm reminds me of the ticking of the clock. “I know exactly what he wants me to do with her.”





CHAPTER 57
Aria

There are a few things you should know about me.
I like to wake up with a hot cup of coffee every morning. Preferably with enough creamer and sugar to drown out the taste of the bitter caffeine addiction.
I love red wine at night. I can’t have white; it gives me a headache and a hangover that will leave me miserable when I wake up.
Well, those aren’t things that really matter. They’re the superficial details you give people when you don’t want to tell them the truth.
What do you really need to know?
My name is Aria Talvery and I’m the daughter of the most violent crime family in Fallbrook.
The reason I like to have wine at night is because I desperately need it so I can get a few hours of sleep.
My mother was murdered in front of me when I was only eight years old and I’ve never been okay since then, although I’ve learned to be good at pretending I am.
My father’s a crook, but he kept me safe and tolerated me even though every day he reminded me how much it hurt him to look at my face and see nothing but my mother.
It’s because of my eyes. I know it is.
They’re a hazel-green concoction, just like hers were. Like the soft mix of colors you’d see in a deep neck of the woods when looking up at the canopy of leaves in late summer, early fall. That’s how my mother used to describe it. She was poetic that way. And maybe some of that rubbed off on me.
Fact number… whatever we’re on: I love to draw. I hate the life I live and hide away in the sketches and smeared ink. Away from the madness and danger my existence inherently brings.
And that love of art, the one thing I have that still connects me to my mother, is why I ended up at this bar, tracking down the asshole who stole my sketchbook from me. The prick who thinks he’s funny and that I’m some stupid joke or a toy he can play with because I’m a woman living in a man’s world, a dangerous one at that.
But I inherited my temper from my father. And that’s why I ended up at the Iron Heart Brewery on Church Street. Yes, a bar on a street called “church.” What’s more ironic is how much sin has seeped into these walls.
And so I went willingly, after my precious notebook that was stolen and walked right into the enemy’s arms.
It was a setup, but my mother would have called it kismet. You should know I’m smiling now, but it’s a sarcastic smile as a huff of feigned laughter leaves me. Maybe all of this is her fault to begin with. After all, that notebook was irreplaceable to me because the only picture I had of her was tucked into the spine.
The last thing you should know, and the most important of them all, is that I refuse to break. I don’t give in and I don’t back down. Not for anyone, and especially not for Carter Cross. The bastard who took me from my family. Locked me in a room and told me in simple words that my life was over, and I belonged to him.
It won’t be his cutting words from his sharp tongue. Or his broad shoulders and muscular arms that pin me down and trap me. It won’t be his charming smile that utters filthy words that makes me cave. And it won’t be that spark in his eyes, the flames licking and flickering brighter and hotter every time he looks at me.
No, I refuse to give in. Even if that same heat echoes in my chest and travels lower.
But there’s this thing about breaking; the more you harden yourself and try to fight it, the easier and sharper the snap is when you inevitably break.
And I know this all too well.
   
The day my life changed forever…

THERE’S a constant ringing in my ears. My fists are clenched so tight that my knuckles have turned white. Every time I have to face these assholes my father works with, this is how it feels.
Like I’m on edge.
My heart thuds, thuds, thuds as I pass the all-glass front door to Iron Heart Brewery and keep walking like I’m not going in. The front exterior is all windows, so they can easily see who’s coming and going; bulletproof, too. Because of the clientele. Word is my father fronted that bill, but that seems overly generous for a man like him.
Cold. Selfish. Greedy. That’s how I’d describe my father, and I hate myself for it.
I should be grateful; I should love him. But I’m loyal at least, and loyalty is all that matters. When you grow up in this life, you learn that little tidbit quickly.
Resting my shoulder against the dark red brick just past the windows, I take a look at the parking lot across the street. They aren’t here yet.
A frustrated breath leaves a trail of fog in the tense fall air as I cross my arms.
This is where my father’s men go on a night off and I know Mika is going to be here.
I hate being here alone, but I can’t wait for someone to save me. I hope Nikolai will come with them too. He’s a childhood friend, although now a soldier of my father’s, and my saving grace. Really, he’s my only friend and he’s put that bastard Mika in his place more than once when my father wasn’t there for me.
Even knowing that to be true, that if Nikolai comes there won’t be any problems in the least, I hate that I have to be here at all. My thumb runs along the tips of my cold fingers, remembering how I held the notebook only moments before Mika came into the room. The photograph was tucked safely inside. Waiting for me to be inspired by it.
A notebook is only a notebook, but that photograph is the only one I have of my mother and me the year she died.
My father didn’t have time for my “meaningless shit,” as he called it, and the vise around my heart tightened at his response.
A shiver runs down my shoulders and I let out another heavy breath. I can feel the chill on my nose and cheeks. My thin jacket isn’t doing a damn thing to help me. I hadn’t realized fall had come with intentions of revenge on the smoldering summer.
Peeking up through my lashes, I read the chalkboard sign above the bar through the windows. They’re all locals, all drafts. I guess I could have one drink while I wait.
The smooth music hits my ears as I walk into the bar, my heart beating faster as I take in a few of the men seated on the stools. It’s funny how a bar being mostly empty sends greater fear through me than one that’s packed. One where I can blend in.
Right here, right now? I don’t belong, and every soul here knows it.
Maybe this is why Mika thought he could get away with it, I think bitterly as I try to ignore the scared little girl inside of me. He thinks he can steal from me because my father won’t stop him and I’m too spineless to even come out of my room unless called upon.
I force myself to straighten my back as I move closer to the bar and set down my clutch. I have a plan and I go over it as I try to swallow, form a smile, and order a drink.
“Vodka and Sprite,” I order easily as I slip onto the barstool and meet the bartender’s eyes. With a nod he moves seamlessly to the glasses, making them clink and then filling one with ice.
I’ll wait for the guys. Even if they scare me because I know what they’re capable of. I’ll look Mika in the eyes and tell him to give my sketchbook back to me by tomorrow. And then I’ll walk away. No threats. It’s a simple request. He wants to play around and tease me and I won’t give him the time to do so. That’s the only reason he took it.
He gets a thrill from goading me.
The wind batters against the glass windows to my right and it startles me. None of the men lining the room seem to have noticed it.
I’m too busy watching the hanging sign for the brewery banging against the window that I don’t see the bartender come up to me.
The sound of the glass hitting the hard maple bar top sends a spike of fear through me and I jump in surprise.
The sudden stillness and immediate silence that accompanies all of their eyes on me force me to tense. I can barely form a smile as I stare straight ahead and thank the bartender.
First, I feel a rush of embarrassment, followed by fear that they know I’m weak. Then that all-consuming anxiety that everything is going to go wrong washes over me. Very wrong.
It makes me want to throw up, but instead, I lift the cold glass to my lips. One sip of the sweet cocktail does nothing. Two, and my throat still feels dry.
I’m a foolish girl. I lick a bit of soda from my bottom lip and set the glass down on the counter as I stare at all the colorful labels of liquor bottles lining the shelves.
There’s no one who will stand up for me and I can’t even bring myself to think about confrontation without getting jumpy. Trying to swallow proves useless and so I push myself off the stool with both hands clinging to the cold bar.
My palms are clammy, and I nearly tell the bartender I’m just going to the restroom as if he’d care. As if anyone cares.
That feeling of complete insignificance follows me with each step to the left of the bar as I head down a skinny hallway. It’s the only way to go, so the restrooms must be there. I only make it a few steps before I think I hear a shot. My body tenses and my heart goes still. It knows that if it were to beat, I wouldn’t be able to hear a single thing else.
There’s no scream. There’s nothing but the sound of the music. I must have only thought I heard one. It’s all in my head.
My eyes close as I will myself to breathe. But then they bolt open at a familiar noise.
It’s not the harsh sound of a gun going off. It’s the whiz of a gun with a silencer, followed by the thud of a body hitting the floor.
Bang, bang! Two of them back to back, and this time everything sounds closer. Another shot. My body clings to the wall as if it can hide me.
I force myself to move, to head to the back and find a way out or place to hide. I might be a scared little girl, barely surviving in my father’s world, but I’m not a fucking idiot.
I quicken my pace as I round the corner, motivated by the sheer will to live. But every bit of strength I have, even if it is minuscule, is for nothing.
The scream that’s torn from my throat is barely heard as a thick bag covers my head.
My clutch falls to the floor, hitting my thigh as I kick out and miss the man in front of me. My heels go with it, each kick accompanied by the rough laughter of several men.
I try to fight, but it’s no use.
It’s more than one man, I know that. Their hands are strong and their bodies like bricks.
I don’t stop and won’t, but nothing I do is helping. I punch and yell and kick as terror flows through me, begging me to push them away and run. I can’t see, and my arms scream in pain as they’re pinned behind me.
I only know we’re outside because of the wind slicing through my thin jacket. I only know I’m in a trunk because of the telltale sound of it opening before I’m tossed in, my small body crashing against the back of it as it’s quickly shut.
Silence.
Darkness.
My breathing is ragged, and it makes me lightheaded.
When my screaming stops, my voice is hoarse, and my throat burns with harsh pain every time I try to swallow. When my banging ends, my wrists are rubbed raw and cut from the cuffs and my muscles are aching with the type of pain that’s scorching hot and forces me to tremble.
Another feeling takes over. It’s not quite panic. It’s something else.
It’s not a sense of hopelessness. Not that either.
When you’re alone and you know nothing is okay and nothing’s going to be okay, there’s this feeling that’s overwhelming and inescapable.
My heart keeps ticking along despite everything. But it’s going too fast. Everything is going too fast and it hurts. And I can’t stop it. I can’t stop any of it.
When you’ve done everything you can, and you’re left with nothing but fear of both the unknown and the known, there’s only one way to describe it.
That feeling is true terror.





CHAPTER 58
Carter

“ You’re going to keep her here?” It’s not much of a question from my brother; more of a statement as he looks around the cell. Jase was the middle child of five boys and never learned how to start a conversation without being direct and blunt. I suppose I can’t blame him. The thought reminds me of Tyler. The fifth brother who died years ago. His memory numbs the reality of the present, but only for a moment.
Jase leans against the far wall with his arms loosely crossed and waits for me to answer.
We leave in only an hour. Each small tick of the Rolex on my wrist reminds me that I’m so close to having her. Only time separates us now.
Glancing from the thin mattress lying on the floor to the metal toilet on the other side of the cell, I tell him, “I think I’ll add a chair.”
His quizzical expression only changes slightly. He may not even realize it, but I see it on his face. The disappointment. The disgust. I can hear the unspoken question that lingers on the tip of his tongue as he shifts his gaze from me to the steel door behind us. When did you become this fucked up? He has no idea.
“I’ll need a place to sit.” I keep my voice even, almost playful as if this is a joke. It’s Jase though, and he knows me better than anyone. Much better than either Daniel or Declan. The three of them and I make the four Cross brothers. But out of all of us, Jase and I are the closest.
As much as I can hide the anxiousness of getting my hands on Aria from everyone else, he can see it. I can tell by how careful he’s been around me since I told him.
“How long?” he asks me.
“How long what?”
“Will you keep her here?”
“As long as it takes.” For what? The question is there in his eyes, but he doesn’t ask it and I have no intention of telling him regardless. I could lie and tell him as long as it takes for the war to end. As long as it takes to see if she’ll be useful in negotiations if Talvery wins. The lies could pour from me, but the truth is simple. As long as it takes for me to decide what I want from her.
“There’s no shower,” he remarks.
“There’s a faucet by the side of the toilet and a drain. She’ll figure it out while she’s in here.”
Time passes and a chill settles in the already cold air. I know this is something I’ve never done, and it crosses more than one line. But in times of war, there is no right and wrong.
“I could give her other things. Little by little.” Although I’m answering his question, I’m merely thinking out loud.
“Last time I was here, I was getting some very useful intel,” Jase comments as he moves to the corner of the room. I know he’s looking at the rim of the drain, inspecting it for any remnants of the blood.
The cell has only been used for one thing prior to this. It’s what Jase excels at.
“Are you planning on getting information from her?” Jase asks with genuine curiosity and before I can answer he quickly adds, “I don’t think Talvery is known for speaking business openly.”
I would commend Jase for prying, but this isn’t a matter I want him or anyone else involved in. She’s mine and mine alone in this deal. And I’ll do whatever I want with her. My brothers and everyone else can go fuck themselves where she’s concerned.
“No, I don’t think she knows anything.”
Jase walks casually around the small room. Ten feet by ten feet. That’s more than enough space. His boot brushes against the mattress and then he kicks it. There are no springs or coils in the thing. There’s nothing in here she could use as a weapon.
I made sure of that.
“Just a mattress and a chair?” he asks, still skirting around the questions he wants answered. After years of me leading us and making the decisions, he knows better than to question me, but this is fucking killing him. It’s eating him alive that he doesn’t know what I want to do with her or why I want her. And the knowledge that it’s killing him only thrills me.
“For now. I imagine she’s going to want to fight and the fewer things in here, the better.”
“And you think this is a sign that we can trust the Romanos? He gives you the girl, risking everything to get her, and you trust him to go to war? If he really has her and is willing to hand her over to you?” He’s reaching, prying still.
“We can’t trust anyone.” I make sure he holds my gaze as I add, “That truth will never change.” We only have each other. That’s how we survived, and that’s the only way we’ll continue to live.
He’s smarter than that. I imagine Jase will realize why all of this is happening before anyone else. That’s his job, to gather any and all information necessary. By any means.
“Then this is a test?” he questions. His forehead is creased, a deep line evident. He’s lucky he’s my brother and that I still feel guilty for bringing him into this. For bringing all of them deeper and deeper into my hell I’ve created.
“The Romanos want the Talverys dead and vice versa. All over a decade-old feud for territory. The Romanos need allies and the upper hand. It was only a matter of time before I agreed to war; she just happened to be the first casualty. I wanted something, and Romano is going to give it to me, so we back him and not the Talverys.”
“Casualty?” he asks to clarify if I really am going to kill her.
“You and I both know if she stays with her father, she’ll die at his side… or worse,” I say easily as I leave the cell. Jase’s footsteps echo behind me.
“Why save her?” Jase’s question echoes in my veins. Agreeing to take her is a risk I shouldn’t have taken.
“It was an impulsive decision.”
“It’s unlike you,” Jase pushes, and I have to steady my breathing to keep from telling him to fuck off. He has no idea that Aria once saved me. No one does, not even her. Whether I hate her for it, or something else, I have yet to decide.
“After this is over, what do we do with her?” Jase asks me.
Closing the steel door, I shut it tightly and pull the edge of the painting back over the barely visible slit of the frame. The door is designed to be concealed. If you didn’t know how to maneuver the painting just so to unlock the hidden seal, you’d never see a door at all.
It’s a soundproof cell no one would ever find. Impenetrable and fitted with an electronic cloak so any type of tracking is silenced. It’s Aria’s new home.
His question resonates with me as I turn my back to the cell. What am I going to do with her afterward?
“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” I reply, and the tone of my answer puts an end to his questioning.





CHAPTER 59
Aria

M y heart will kill me before these men do. That’s all I can think as it races in my chest. I’ve never felt fear like this.
Maybe it’s a lie that I’ve never felt it before. But it’s been so long, and I don’t remember my heart pounding like it is now.
My hot breath makes me feel faint as I try to breathe steadily. My eyes open even though all I can see is darkness with the bag still wrapped around my head.
I have to be smart. As much as I’d love to fight, I have to be smart or I’ll die.
It’s impossible to be smart when you’re terrified though.
The dry lump in my throat feels scratchy as I swallow, opening my eyes to see nothing but the scant light that seeps through the burlap. I can’t make out anything but I can hear everything. My erratic heartbeat blasting in my ears, the sound of several men in the room, and the scraping of chairs across the floor. One of them is named Romano and I’m fully aware that he’s a man who hates my father. I’m in the hands of the enemy. I know I’m on a plastic tarp. I can feel the slickness beneath my fingers. It almost feels like a trash bag beneath me.
That’s what scares me the most. I’ve never seen my father kill anyone, but I know they line the floor before they go through with it. It makes it easier for cleaning up.
I try to swallow again, gently lifting my head because I feel like I’m going to suffocate if I don’t breathe.
“Bitch is up.” My breathing hitches at the gruff voice coming from somewhere in front of me.
I tried and failed, not to let them on to the fact that I’m awake. Even when the cigar smoke woke me, and I thought I was in a fire, I was still. A few minutes have passed at most; I haven’t learned shit that’s going to help me though, other than that I’m lying on a floor and helpless.
Someone else responds, “Just in time.” And then rough laughter erupts in the room.
My aching body stiffens, my hands clenching and making the cuffs dig deeper into my broken skin. I’m so terrified, I don’t react to the pain shooting up my arms.
Every second that passes is agonizing. They speak calmly, softly, and in Italian. A language of which I know very few words.
I know baldracca though. It’s the word for whore and hearing that makes my shoulders hunch in a useless and pathetic effort to hide myself as a new sense of fear overwhelms me.
There’s no doubt in my mind that I’m being held captive by one of my father’s enemies. Romano, and he’s one of many. I would give them anything to be able to run back home and stay there forever.
“Please,” I can’t help the attempt to bargain that slips from me. “My father will pay you whatever you want.” The tears come without notice and my voice cracks on every other word. The warmth of my breath makes my heated face feel even hotter.
I’ve never thought of myself as such a weak person. But tied up and knowing my fate includes death or being a whore, the desperation outweighs anything else.
“There is no saving you Talvery trash,” a man sneers as he walks closer to me with deliberate steps. His heavy footfalls get louder and quicker. Instinctively I try to back away, despite being on my side with my ankles and wrists cuffed behind my back. The struggle is useless. With my back against a wall and nowhere to go, all I can do is hunch my body inward as the heavy boot kicks brutally into my gut.
The air leaves me in a harrowing instant. Pain bursts inside of me, radiating outward but coiling in my stomach. It sinks deep inside of me, making me want to throw up to get rid of the agonizing pain.
I sputter and heave, trying my best to remain quiet. Bastard tears leak from my eyes and I can’t stop them. I can’t do anything.
This is a hell I’ve been terrified of for so damn long. A nightmare that I knew could be a reality. Helpless takes on a new meaning.
My body trembles and the fear is overwhelming. But then I remind myself, be quiet. Be smart. There is always hope. Always. I’m smart enough to find a way. The idea is soothing for a moment until I hear the boot rise again and my instinct to cower is greeted with laughter in the room.
I pray that maybe I’ll wake up. Although I know it’s not a possibility I’m asleep, because pain doesn’t follow you to your dreams. Not this kind.
But the thought gives me a heady comfort that allows me to stay quiet as the men talk and laugh, their banter mocking me and my helplessness.
My father will come for me. That last thought I nearly whisper to myself. My lips mouth the words and I stay in the fetal position with my eyes closed.
He will save me.
It’s his pride at risk. If for no other reason, stealing me is a sign of weakness for him. He won’t allow it. My breathing slows at the thought, the adrenaline in my blood seemingly ebbing away from me. He has to save me.
“Do you think we should torture her first? Get any information out of her?” The two questions are asked by another man farther away from me and on my left. One with a casual and lighthearted way about the fucked up questions which leads to the room being filled with Italian comments and some amused chuckle from my right.
Sweat covers my skin. Turning hot and cold as the air smothers me.
The laughter is silenced with the sound of the door opening and greetings are exchanged. Only three men speak, and I can’t make out the words until the door is shut again.
Something’s changed. The air in the room is different. I can feel it.
“Is that her?” a deep, rough voice asks. The velvet cadence of the man who interrupted the jovial laughter makes everything still. Goosebumps flow over every inch of my skin.
There’s no answer for a moment, but I imagine someone may have nodded.
Again, my heart beats and I wish it would stop. I need to hear. All I can think is that I’m going to be slaughtered.
I can’t be. Not like this. Please, God, not like this.
My adrenaline spikes and I can’t help that my head turns to hear better. Everything in the room is still and so quiet that I can hear the puff of a cigar. It’s so clear I can imagine his lips as he exhales, the deep breath overshadowing everything else.
“I didn’t think you’d do it,” the new man’s voice says calmly and in control. The others had an accent to them, but this one is from here. American descent, born and raised. Still, his voice commands fear. There’s something about it, the intonation that feels like power in and of itself. He says, “It’s very rare that I’m proven wrong.”
Fear and hope flow through me. The fear I expected, but hope doesn’t make sense. It’s alive in me though. Some part of me urges to beg the smooth-voiced man to save me as if it knows he’s my savior.
“Aria Talvery.” He says my name with reverence, but even so, as he steps closer to me, the tread of his shoes on the floor not nearly as heavy and foreboding as the man who kicked me, I instinctively move away.
I don’t even notice how calm my heart is until he says the words that create utter chaos.
“The deal wasn’t meant to be taken literally.” A slew of Italian fills the room. Not everyone’s yelling, I know that, but several are and their anger ricochets through the room.
“You said you’d do it; you’d side with me in the war in exchange for her. Are you going back on your word?” One voice is louder than the rest. Deeper and raspier. It sends a sickening chill through my bones.
“I didn’t, actually. And terms need to be negotiated.”
The man with the raspy voice responds quickly and doesn’t hide his irritation as he retorts, “You’ve known about this for three days. Three fucking days!” He yells the last three words and they make me jump as much as I can in this position.
Speaking with nothing but control, the man who sent for me answers him, “Like I said, I didn’t think you’d do it.”
“Bastardo,” a new voice spits and it’s followed by the crunching sound of a punch.
“Fuck!” another man yell, but I don’t recognize his voice, and the sound of guns being cocked fills the room.
“Jase, no need.”
My eyes are wide open as I lie helpless on the ground. My fingertips search for something, anything to help me but the only progress I’m making is pulling at the plastic beneath me.
Without any warning, three heavy steps come closer and the burlap bag is ripped off my head, taking a bit of my hair with it and forcing a scream from me. The bright light blinds me as I’m pulled up by the nape of my neck, clear off the ground and then hurled down to the floor.
I have no hands free to catch myself, they’re still cuffed behind me and so my shoulder hits the ground first, then my face. The hint of blood fills my mouth, and pain shoots up my shoulder.
Fuck, it hurts. Everything hurts.
I rock onto my back as I cry out.
Please, make it stop. Please. I wish I could take myself away from here. I wish it were only a dream. But as my arm twists and scrapes on the cement in an effort to right myself, I know this is real. I can’t escape this. I whimper and give into the pain. There is no nightmare to wake from. This is my reality.
“You said you’d back me if I gave her to you!” A violent scream tears through the small room. My neck cranes to see the man who spoke over a table. A rough and splintered, unfinished wood table. The man’s dress shirt looks damp with sweat and his face glistens with it too. Dark, black eyes stare across the room toward me, but not looking at me. The anger on his face is undeniable and I can’t look anywhere else as he screams words that make my body shudder with fear. “I won’t let you go back on this!” My eyes close tight.
I’ve heard the whispers of war for years from man after man. It’s been so long since I’ve actually feared the hint of it. Maybe that’s where I made my first mistake. I forgot that I should be terrified and that the dangers are always lurking and waiting to strike.
Please take me far away from here. I can imagine this going wrong so quickly. I could be shot and never even given the chance to escape. My heart races wildly and the terror makes my body tremble.
“And now you’ve damaged her,” the man, the one with control, says quietly and calmly but with an uncontained anger that’s brimming with threats. The deadliness of his simple sentence silences the room once again. It’s only then that I dare to open my eyes, slowly peeking up through my lashes.
Dark eyes stare deep into mine as a tall man crouches down in front of me. Not black like the other man’s, not so darkened. But a mixture of browns and amber, like a piece of burned wood from a raging fire.
There’s no heat there though. His eyes are so cold they make my blood freeze and instantly the air turns to ice. There’s a hint of something in his gaze that speaks of inexplicable things. My body tenses, my lungs fear to move and I stay still like prey caught in the beautiful hunter’s gaze.
Time passes slowly as he considers me. And I find myself hoping and praying that he’ll save me. How ridiculous that I would, but there’s something about his eyes. I can’t refuse the pull, the electricity surrounding him that seems to bend the air between us, making me feel closer to him. So close that he could save me.
His intentions aren’t any better than these men. But there’s only one of him and he’s a man of control. I prefer that to the chaos I’m currently in.
I know it. He can save me.
Even if it’s only by killing me right now in this moment and ending the pain. And I’m acutely aware he could do it. There’s not a thing about him that could hide the fact that he’s a ruthless, cold-hearted killer.
His fingers brush along his stubble as he tilts his head, considering me. The sole light overhead, a bright light in the middle of the room casts a shadow down his face that somehow makes his chiseled and hard jaw look even sharper.
His presence alone speaks of a power that steals the air from me. I’m nothing beneath him as he towers over me. My eyes close slowly as he reaches out and gently brushes the hair from my face. His hot touch melts everything inside of me. It’s tender but deliberate. The soothing caress makes me weaker as his fingers travel down my chin and to my throat.
His masculinity is undeniable, the fear of his power only adding to the forbidden desire that rages through me. The man is everything I’ve been taught to fear, although the sensation is mixed with something else entirely. Something I’d never admit.
And that’s when he grips me, his fingers wrapping around my throat and forcing me to open my eyes, staring back into the dark abyss of his gaze.





CHAPTER 60
Carter

“I asked for her, yes,” I finally answer Romano although I’m still staring at Aria’s face, those lips of hers parted and swollen from the fall as I tighten my grip just slightly. Anger ripples through me at the sight of the fresh wounds. That fucker put his hands on her. They hurt her. They hurt what’s mine. The tic in my jaw spasms again as the rage intensifies. They should know better than to touch what’s mine.
I force the boiling rage down to a simmer; I’m not a fool. There are six men in this room and only one is on my side. I’m not just outnumbered. I’m not prepared to fight. And I don’t intend to either.
I want to take my gift and leave this prick to his war. I want that feeling back, humming in my veins. The sheer power of having her at my mercy, feeling her breath cut short and her blood rushing beneath my grasp. She’s mine. Finally.
“But not for a beaten and broken version of her,” I grit the words through my teeth and they come out lower than I expected. I’m barely contained as I loosen my grip, allowing her to break eye contact and suck in a deep breath.
If I hear another plea or whimper from her in reaction to this fucker, I know I’ll shoot Romano without a second thought. And that can’t happen. Not yet. The second I get my hands on Aria, her father will be after me. I need Romano to distract him just as much as Romano needs me.
Romano doesn’t answer, and I imagine it’s because my back is to him as I look over Aria. But he’ll have to fucking deal with that. So long as she’s here, she’ll be looking at me and no one else.
I scan every inch of her and each time I see an injury, my teeth clench, and my muscles coil. The cut on her swollen lip. The scratches and scrapes around her wrists. There’s a bruise on her arm and I’m sure there are more I can’t see.
“We just got her two hours ago. She’s not broken. You better not fuck me over.” Romano’s words are rushed and desperate as I stand tall, leaving the girl where she is.
My heart races, but I don’t let on. To them, she’s only a girl I randomly chose. A girl who was harder to kidnap. Just a challenge for them and nothing more.
“This isn’t a fight or debate,” I tell Romano with my back still to him. I want him to know in his truest of hearts that I’m the one helping him, and it’s only out of my desire to do so. He’s fucked over more than one of his allies in the past. I’m going to make him think twice before he decides I can be used as a pawn.
Even knowing how much is at stake in this very moment, I can hardly think.
I can’t pry my eyes from Aria. Her chest rises and falls steadily as she rolls onto her side. Her lips are a gorgeous hue of red. Her hair tousled and flowing over her bare shoulder. But what’s better is how she keeps looking at me with a mixture of both fear and hope swirling in those striking hazel eyes. I didn’t imagine she’d look like this. The sight is addictive.
“Plea-” she starts to say – to me - but Romano cuts her off. His sickening and desperate voice hushes the soft sounds of her speaking to me. My fists clench, nearly splitting the tight skin across my tense knuckles and instantly my suit feels like it’s suffocating me. His ignorance will be the death of him.
“We had a deal and it will benefit both of us, Cross.”
As I loosen my collar, walking closer to him in the filthy room, he continues, “You don’t have to do anything but give me that territory, Carter.” He raises his hands in defense when I stare daggers at him. “Only for a little while, just so we can strike first. You’re closer to Talvery. You don’t want your men to do the work, so what other choice do I have than to take it over?”
My gaze sweeps over a pile of crates in the corner of the room. There are three of them on top of empty pallets. The wooden table is etched and weathered. I can only imagine the blood and sweat and drugs that have seeped into the wood. Even over the smell of smoke, the stench is revolting.
Each man in the room is dressed similarly, except myself and Jase. I always wear a suit; it’s better to overdress than under. Romano’s attempt at an ill-fitting suit didn’t last long. His wrinkled jacket is a puddle of cheap fabric laying across the back of his chair. The others wear nondescript hoodies and shirts with faded baggy jeans. Each of the thugs looks at me as I survey them, and each one of their questioning gazes falls without a word uttered from their insignificant lips.
And then I look back to her. Back to the soft curves of her waist, the messy halo of dark hair around her pale skin. Her slender throat that’s so exposed as she writhes quietly and hopelessly on the ground. This beautiful, broken creature. She’s all mine.
“Your men are positioned between Fourth and Weston, give that territory to me so I can take his men down.” Romano starts to speak terms. “We’ll take them all down at the same time on every edge of his territory. Any man who stands against us after that will die. It’s simple. They back us, or they die like the rest of them.”
“I’ve heard this all before,” I mutter. He says he’ll kill them all. Erase any trace of Talvery from our existence. It’s related to unfinished business started a decade before me. All in the name of greed.
“Just give me access to that territory and the suppliers for the guns.” He reeks of desperation as he adds, “That’s what you agreed to!”
I expected a lot of things when I came here. But this amount of irritation is something I never accounted for. As the seconds pass, I imagine how I could kill each and every one of the men in this room. How long it would take. How many shots they’d get off. Jase is behind me and I know he could hold his own.
I have to will away the temptation and eagerness to get Aria alone. Leaving the image of her beautiful figure crumpled at my feet, I focus on the business at hand.
“You want me to back down, clear the path for your men?” I ask him.
“They’ll never see it coming if we take them from both your side and mine. We take over on the edge of your territory--” I cut the fucker off before he can finish.
“He’ll think it’s me killing them off. When his men around the edge of my territory start dying, he’ll come after me without a second thought.” My words come out deadly. “This isn’t me starting a war, it’s you.”
“I’m giving her to you for a reason.” He rushes his words with sincere bewilderment.
“No deal,” I say and turn to leave, but Aria’s whimper pierces through the air. Even without a word spoken, I can hear her plea not to leave her at their mercy. It does things to me that it shouldn’t. Just the knowledge that the threat of my absence can create a reaction from her is everything to me in this moment.
“Wait!” Romano’s hands smack on the wooden table in the center of the room. “What if,” he swallows visibly as he pushes off the table and then lets out a heavy breath. I peek at Jase for the first time since we’ve been in here. In a slim-fitting suit and his arms hanging loosely in front of him, he could be the usher at a fucking wedding right now. Well, if it weren’t for the glare on his face that can only be read one way, for anyone looking at him to fuck off.
“What if…” he pauses and clears his throat before looking me in the eye. “Once I take over Talvery’s territory, we could split it.” He earns himself a small reaction from me, the tilt of my head for him to continue. “I want to start flooding the product at the top, closest to just outside of the tri-state area, to keep the cops away from our bases.”
“And?” I question him. “None of this is relevant to splitting a damn thing.”
“I only need his territory in the Upper West Side. I don’t even have enough men to cover the rest,” he says in a lighter, nearly comical tone as if the problem’s already been solved.
“I’m not interested in more territory,” I state, and my barely spoken words cause the hopeful expression on his face to fade. “But I’d happily take a percentage of the profits to cover my losses,” I offer. “Fifteen percent every quarter until my losses are paid.”
“Deal.” Romano is so quick to oblige, even his own men stare at him rather than at me. They can’t be that stupid. An even-numbered war is never a good thing. They need men and territory and backing. I’ll give them the minimum, and pray they still kill each other off.
I nod my head once. “Deal,” I say and while forcing a semblance of a smile to my lips, I offer him an outstretched hand.
I have to keep the grin from spreading as I turn my attention back to the wide-eyed girl, still tied up on the floor. “Jase.” I speak to my brother although I keep my gaze on her, “Put her in the trunk.”





CHAPTER 61
Aria

It’s odd, the things that you think when you’re alone for hours in a room filled with nothing but hopelessness and anger. Some thoughts make sense of course.
Thoughts of Mika and how he should have been there. He should have been at the bar, and I find myself wondering if he knew. If he took my notebook because he knew how much I loved my art and I’d know he had it and come after him. I find it hard to believe he wouldn’t expect me to go after it. Or else why do it? I’ve spent hours trying to determine the intentions of a psychotic asshole.
But the truth is that I wouldn’t have gone after him for any other reason. I wouldn’t have left the safety of home… if that picture hadn’t been tucked safely inside.
The thoughts of Mika and how bleak my reality is seem reasonable.
Other thoughts though… other thoughts don’t make sense.
Like the flashbacks of my mother.
I’ve been haunted by so many images of what happened the day she died for years now. But none of those keep me company as I rock on the cement floor in the corner of the cell.
It’s the sweeter things I remember that are driving me mad.
My thumb brushes against the cut on my lip, sending a sharp pain through me that reminds me this isn’t a dream.
“Aria,” I hear my mother call out for me in the memory. I was hiding in the closet, so proud that I’d hidden so well. “Ria?” Her voice changed to fear and desperation, and my smile vanished. “Ria, please!” she begged as her hushed cry from the hallway beckoned me to show myself. My fingers gripped the door of the closet just as she forced the guest room door open. I remember how her light blue dress swung around her knees. How her perfectly pinned hair didn’t come undone. Yet her voice and her bearing were nothing but distraught.
I wish I could go back to that moment. Where she was running toward me and so close. Where she’d inevitably be in reach.
“Don’t hide from me.” Her words were ragged as she pulled me into her chest. She rocked me too fast, she held me too hard before gripping my arms and making me look her in the eyes. I’ll never forget how hers watered over. “You can’t hide like that.” Her words were so pained, they came out as only a whisper.
“I’m sorry, Momma,” I tried to speak the words, so she knew I meant them. “I was only playing.”
Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as she pulled me back into her arms and rocked me.
She whispered many things, but the one that’s stayed with me is that we don’t live in a world where we can play.
I should have known better than to run after Mika.
Every possible situation of a setup runs through my head as I bite my thumbnail and rock against the cement wall. I can’t sit. My legs beg me to run, but with nowhere to go, I simply stand and lean on the far wall across from the door. Waiting for it to open.
I was only playing myself, thinking that I could prove myself to be anything when I went to hunt down Mika. I was childish and foolish. I can hear my mother saying it now. How foolish she was, she said it all the time before she died. And foolish is what I’ve become.
I keep whispering that I’m sorry, and I know the man is watching me. Carter. That’s what the men called him.
Carter Cross. I know he can hear my whispers of despair.
I’m not saying it to him though; it’s an apology to my mother. I should have known better than to chase after the memory of her in that picture. The words are spoken as I focus on the metal drain in the corner of the room.
Between the toilet, mattress, and drain, I know this room is meant for prisoners, but also for torture and murder. One and then the other.
I’ve searched every inch; the sides of my hands are bruised from pounding against the tall steel door. There’s simply no escape. One way in, and one way out.
I should have fought harder when Jase Cross, Carter’s brother from what I overheard, held the rag to my mouth.
Stolen, drugged, and reassigned to a prison: that’s what my life has become.
The faint sounds of the camera moving drag my attention back to it. It’s the one thing in the room I wish I could destroy. There’s only one from what I can tell, and it’s in the far right corner of the room.
But the camera is encased in cement and untouchable, if throwing the metal chair was any indication. As I stare at the mattress, I wrap my arms around myself. I won’t sleep on it; there’s no way my back will ever touch it.
I suck in a deep breath, reliving the feeling of those dark eyes pinning me in place.
I know what he wants from me, but he’ll have to fight me to get it. I’ll kick him, bite him, scratch him until my nails break and bleed.
I’ll make him regret this if it’s the last thing I do.
My fingers lift slowly up to my jaw and then trail down my throat. Remembering how his gentle comfort so easily became a threat.
My heart thumps hard, once then twice as I hear the fucking camera move again.
“What are you moving it for?” I scream out like a madwoman, as loud as I can. My throat is hoarse from the screaming before, my body screaming along with me in a shuddered breath.
“I’m not fucking going anywhere!” I scream again and then wrap my arms tighter around myself as I fall to the floor on my ass and then my side. Just the way I was when that monster first found me.
The cuts on the sides of my wrists touch the dirty cement floor. I should lie on the mattress. I know I should, even as my tearstained cheeks rest on the unforgiving floor.
If, for no other reason than to have the energy to fight another day. He’s waiting me out, I think. And that’s something I can’t fight. Hours and hours have passed.
I don’t know how much time has elapsed exactly, but I know I have to sleep. I can’t stay awake forever, waiting for whatever’s next.
I’m powerless and completely at Carter’s mercy. And he’s not even here. He had me stolen from my home, then nearly left me in the kidnapper’s arms. And now that he has me, he’s left me to go crazy on my own.
That’s exactly how I feel as my heavy eyes stare at the steel door and sleep threatens to take over. When you don’t know what’s waiting for you, what you’ll have to fight, it can do that to you. It can make you feel crazy.
Another hour passes, or more. So much time escapes and all my fight has gone. In its place, only fear and exhaustion remain.
“Why are you doing this to me?” I whisper as I stare at the camera, imagining all the answers it could give me. And not a single one of them offers me comfort.
I find it hard to believe that when I first heard his voice, I was so desperate for him to take me away. The blame lays on my survival instincts. The fear of what those men would have done to me made me desperate for Carter to steal me away. My mind drifts back to that moment, and I wish I’d looked harder for a different escape.
He’s going to come back. And I need to be able to fight him. But how can I, when I don’t know when he’s coming, and I have to sleep? Eventually, I have to sleep.
I doze off once, at least once that I know of, and startle awake only to find myself aching on the floor. Forcing myself up, I try to open the door once again and then cry on the floor beneath it. I imagine him opening it in that moment, and that alone scares me to move to the farthest corner in the room.
How heartbreaking it is, that the only bit of comfort I have is knowing that when the monster comes back, I’ll be as far away from him as I can possibly be. Even if it is only ten feet.
But it’s what I needed to finally give in to sleep.
Of all the things to dream about, I dream of my mother.
And once again, I should have known better than to let my mind wander to the memory of her death.





CHAPTER 62
Carter

She fell asleep after fourteen hours of looking for an escape, slamming the chair into the door, screaming profanities, rocking against the wall, and whispering all her regrets.
And I watched every minute of it well into the early morning. Obsessed with what she’d do and watching the fight leave her as every hour passed.
After she’d realized her efforts were hopeless, she hummed softly. So low, that I thought it was only a buzz from the camera until I turned up the volume. She hummed for hours. I don’t even know if she noticed.
She’d finally fallen asleep, the hum of a lullaby still soft on her lips. The thrill of victory sang in my blood.
It was only then that I left my office and the monitors, reminding myself to be patient. I wouldn’t be surprised if the carpet beneath my desk is worn from the pacing of my shoes against it.
My last thought as I left the office and checked the monitor on my phone, was that as much as she was fighting now, she’d cave. She’d give in and obey. She has no choice. And time is on my side. Not hers.
An hour into going through orders and updates on each of the deliveries, I heard her screaming again. But instead of it bringing the buzz of a challenge, her screams curdled my blood.
The sweat is still hot on my skin by the time I finally get to the cell and kick the door open with the gun cocked in my hand. My heart pounds in my chest. Aria’s screams are violent and shrill.
I don’t know what the fuck happened, who the hell got to her or how they got in here. But someone has their hands on her.
My heart hammers and the anger of her defiance is dulled by something primal, a raw fear that sends a prickle of unease through my body in an instant. I can hear the terror in her voice as she cries out into the dark room for someone to help her.
Someone’s in there. Someone’s hurting her. It’s undeniable in her screams. I can’t fucking breathe. I finally have her in my grasp. Mine.
My breathing is barely controlled with the gun raised in the air above her place on the floor. Whoever it is will die a painful death for taking what’s mine. “Please!” she cries out, her eyes shut tight as her body stiffens and her back arches on the mattress. She screams again, trembling, and helpless. Her small body is cradled into itself.
“Carter!” I hear Jase call out to me, the door to the cell still open. I can hear him running down the hall.
Now that the cell is open, anyone and everyone in here can hear her screams.
My gun lowers slowly as Jase enters the room behind me. His breathing is ragged as he closes the distance and stands next to me. Our shadows tower over her small frame, lying destitute in the bed. She doesn’t stop crying out, and although she doesn’t sob, the sounds are there.
She’s captive to her dreams.
“Night terror,” Jase says with a heavy breath. The metal of his gun rubs against his jeans as he slips it back into place and then looks at me. “I thought someone got in here.” Tiredness is etched onto his face, but also the raw look of fear. He takes a moment to compose himself before starting to tell me, “I thought…”
As he starts to speak, she screams out again and the sharpness of the pain sends spikes over my skin that scrape their way down my body.
It’s a desperate cry that sounds foreign to my ears, although I’m so used to hearing something similar. Pleas for mercy, which I never show.
“What do you want to do about it?” Jase asks me. He’s still catching his breath, just like I am. I can feel him staring at me, wanting to know what to do next. I can’t tear my eyes from her as she curls on her side.
Jase turns to the door as the sounds of someone else coming down the hall makes their presence known.
“I’ll put her on the mattress,” I tell him absently. “Take care of whoever that is and shut the door behind you,” I order him, and my words come out flat. I try to keep the emotion away, but a sense of despair is evident. This wasn’t a part of my plans. My fingers dip into my pocket, fingering the clicker that will open the door to the cell while I’m on the inside.
“You think they did something to her? Romano? Or maybe it’s what she thinks is coming?” Jase asks and finally I turn to look at him.
“How the fuck would I know?” My words come out harsh. The anger at him suggesting her terror is caused by thoughts of what I’ll do to her is unexpected and more than that, unwanted. Of all the things I expected from her, I didn’t anticipate this.
It cuts me in a way I can’t explain. I want to consume her every waking thought. I want her to live and breathe for me and my desires. And maybe this is the cost of it all. That I can have her during her days, but her nights will destroy her.
“Just a nightmare then,” Jase says as if it’s a casual observation. The whimpers still slipping through her parted lips are accompanied with a strangled sound of pain.
“You aren’t supposed to wake them, you know?” Jase breathes out. “When they have night terrors, you’re not supposed to wake them up.”
The light from the door is blocked and the shadow of someone else covers Aria’s slender neck and bared shoulders. I don’t turn to look, but I don’t have to. It’s Declan, asking what’s wrong. He knew she was here, but he doesn’t want any part of this.
“It’s fine,” Jase tells him and then continues, “I don’t think you can do anything really.”
“Just go,” I tell them both and stand as still as I can as they leave the room, taking with them the light from the hall as the door shuts. The creak of the steel is met with a thud and then the click of the lock. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust. Another moment of her small cries and then a scream. A terrified scream.
“What did I do that earned me this?” I question her although I know she can’t hear. I haven’t touched her; we haven’t even started. I almost touch the cuts on her wrists, but I pull back. I’ll give her ointment and bandages in the morning. She’ll have to do it herself until she earns my touch.
“Please don’t,” she begs in her sleep. Her words are whispered so softly, and I wonder if they came out that way in her dream. “Please,” she begs.
“You don’t know what you’re asking, songbird,” I tell her softly and consider my own sanity in this moment. “You never had a choice. The moment your father left me alive, your fate was sealed,” I confess to her. Something I’ve never said aloud to anyone.
He should have killed me. It’s Nicholas Talvery’s fault I’m allowed to live another day.
His fault… and someone else’s. The moment the thought comes to me, I see her tremble. Beautifully weak on the cold, unforgiving ground, the sleep taking more and more of her as her words become quieter.
She worries her bottom lip between her teeth, and it’s the only part of her that moves. “Please.” Her lips mouth the word.
Kneeling before her, I’m slow and deliberate as I pick her up. Conscious of where my gun is tucked away in case she’s playing me. She’s light and fits easily into my arms. I thought she may fight me. That she’d react in fear to my touch. But instead, she molds her body to me and her slender fingers grip onto my shirt. Holding me tighter to her.
Her lips brush against the crook of my neck as I carry her the few feet to the mattress. Her pleas are still whispered, and the gentle warmth of her breath sends a tingle down my spine. I barely contain a groan of desire as I move her to the mattress. She clings to me still, holding tightly and begging me. This time she begs me not to leave her.
“Don’t go. Stay with me… please,” I barely hear her words. Her face is still pained, but there’s gentleness in her cries as I shift her onto the mattress.
Her hand fits in mine as I pull her fingers from me and place them on her chest. Her chest rises and falls as she calms herself, slowly drifting to a different place.
Time passes quickly. Too quickly as I sit on the mattress, making it dip with my weight and staring down at her. Her heavy sighs emphasize her breasts, the bit of lace from her black bra peeking from her shirt. It almost tempts me as much as the dip of her waist.
My gaze caresses each curve of her body as I remember the first time I heard her name.
The day my life changed forever.
Her bed groans in protest as Aria turns in her sleep, settling into the mattress and my body stiffens. I shouldn’t be here right now. That’s not how I gain the control I want. I can’t breathe until she’s still and her own breathing evens out. But as I move to stand, shifting my weight ever so slightly, the mattress slumps and her hand falls, her soft fingers brushing mine, the tips touching.
My hand stays still beneath hers, but it begs me to explore. To thread my fingers between hers. Closing my eyes and inhaling deeply, I remind myself that there is time.
Time will change everything.
My eyes open at the reminder. Just like that day did years ago.
The day my father dropped me off at the corner of West and Eighth by the liquor store to sell that last bit of his pain pills. I was more approachable, according to him and we needed to pay the bills. It didn’t matter what I said or how much I didn’t want to do it. I was the oldest of five, my mother was dead, and I had nothing left in me. Nothing but pain.
My father dropped me off on Talvery’s territory unknowingly. And it wasn’t long before I learned what it meant to sell drugs on his ground.
I was only a child before that day.
But one day changes everything.





CHAPTER 63
Aria

Waking up with my heart beating out of my chest, the hope that it was all a nightmare crumbles into dust when all I can see is cement and cinder block walls.
I have to close my eyes and cover my face to keep from losing it. “This can’t be happening.” The trembling words leave my lips unbidden. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I try to tell myself that it’s all a dream. I rock back and forth, and as I do, the sounds of the mattress creaking beneath me and the feel of my heels digging into the comforter makes my body freeze.
I try to remember last night, and I know full well I slept on the ground only a few feet away. I know I did.
My hands fly over my body. As if they could check to see if I was touched.
I feel the sharp edges of a scratchy throat but swallow thickly, trying to suppress the terror of what he could have done to me.
I must have crept into the bed and not remember it. I know I haven’t been touched. I would know, wouldn’t I? “I would,” I say the words aloud as if I was speaking to someone else. Maybe I just needed the reassurance. I don’t remember a thing after falling asleep. I wish I could have just stayed awake.
The whispered words echo in the hollow room as I glance up at the door. And then to the camera as it moves. Carter Cross, I almost speak his name aloud. I’ve heard his name before, always spoken with anger. I know he’s one of a number of brothers and the head of a drug cartel. That’s where the information ends. My father never liked me knowing anything and the only bits I learned were slivers of the truth from Nikolai. And he only told me what I needed to know. They said it was to protect me, but I would give anything to know what I’m up against.
I’d give anything to know what Cross is capable of.
Is he just going to leave me here to die? My throat pains in a way I didn’t think was possible.
“Let me out,” my raspy voice begs and the words themselves are like knives raking up my throat. I haven’t eaten or had a drink of water since I’ve been here, and I don’t even know how long that’s been.
I stand a little too quickly, and nearly fall as I try to make my way to the door. I’m dizzy, lightheaded, and I think I may throw up.
Still, I head straight for the door, pulling at the doorknob and desperately trying to open it. My fist slams against it, over and over.
There’s no use, stupid girl.
Again, I slam my fist and scream out, “Let me go!” but I’m only met with an unmovable door in an empty room, with no way out and no idea of what will happen to me.
The pain from the next slam of my fist makes me wince and cradle my hand to my chest. My back presses against the door as I fall down slowly onto my ass, resting my head against the door.
So many slow moments pass. Moments where I just try to breathe. Moments where my fingers brush along the cuts at my wrists. Moments where I stand and stretch and pretend like it’s not odd to stretch when you’re caged like an animal. What’s the point if there’s no escape?
It takes me longer than it should to see the foam tray with a grilled cheese sandwich and the cup of water next to it.
And a bucket of water with a sponge behind it. I spent so much time staring at the door, I didn’t see it.
He came in here.
He was here.
My chest heaves and again my fingers travel to my thighs. He didn’t. I would know. I can barely contain the fear of knowing he came in here while I slept. It’s hard to swallow and I stay far away from the tray of food.
Time slips by again. And then more time. There is no change in my predicament, save my sanity.
Although my stomach grumbles and the delicious scents of butter and cheese are all I can smell, I leave the tray where it sits.
I don’t eat, and I don’t undress to bathe myself. Not with him watching. The anger boils and rises to such an extreme that I almost slam the bucket across the room, straight at the camera.
I’m not his pet or his test subject. He can take that foam tray and go fuck himself with it. At least that’s what I think when I first move closer to see it; the thought even gives me joy. Hours pass and then more. How much time, I don’t know. There’s nothing in this room and loneliness and boredom are only two of the emotions I’m not sure I’ll be able to handle if this is how my new life will proceed.
My mind starts playing tricks on me and I find myself etching small things into the cinder blocks with a button on my shirt. The shirt’s already ripped so it doesn’t matter. The top two buttons have been pulled off, the first one long lost and the second now a writing tool. A small and poor one, but there’s nothing else to do but pace and let my mind wander.
And that leads me to awful places.
I’m busy carving a pattern, a useless, meaningless pattern of birds and vines into a block that’s not even deep enough to be seen clearly when the door opens behind me.
My heart lurches and I swing my body around so violently that the back of my head collides with the wall, the button slips from my hand and the sound of it pinging to a stop on the ground fills the room.
The flood of light is lost quickly as Cross steps inside my cell and closes the door behind him. His figure is like a shadow of darkness as he walks toward me.
“What do you want?” I ask instinctually, barely able to breathe, let alone swallow the pathetic words before I can speak them. I’m glad I didn’t eat because if I had I would have lost it all in this moment. Panic rages inside of me.
He’s quiet as he takes one step forward and then another. He only takes his eyes from me once, and that’s to look at the chair in the corner of the room.
“My father will come for me,” I tell him as he walks toward the chair and positions it so he can sit and face me. “He’s going to kill you,” I add, and my words are strangled, but audible.
All I’m rewarded with is a soft smile on his lips. The stubble on his jaw is more noticeable and his eyes seem darker, but maybe it’s just the light. Everything else about him is more foreboding than I remember. His height and broad shoulders, the lean build of his body with the rippled accents of his muscles. God made him to do deadly, sinful things. One look and that’s obvious.
As if reading my mind, he grins at me, forcing me to take a step back, which only widens the grin to a charming and perfect smile. I feel like I’m caught in a cage. A little mouse to a lion. And he’s only toying with me.
“You’re sick,” I spit at him, clenching my hands into fists.
“I’m well aware of that little fact, Aria. Tell me, what else do you know about me?” His voice is smooth velvet, and it echoes in a deep way from wall to wall in the room. The kind of echo you feel deep in your gut, one that haunts you so much later in the night.
“I know my father will gut you,” I answer him with sickening contempt.
“He isn’t going to do anything. He doesn’t even know I’m the one who has you.” His head tilts slightly as he examines my every reaction.
“Yes, he does,” I breathe as if it will be true if only I say it is. His look turns to pity, but only for a moment. It passes so quickly I wonder if I even saw it, or maybe it was only the dim light in the room playing tricks on me.
“He doesn’t and even if he did, he’s useless.” Menace lingers on the heels of his words, falling hard and crashing to the ground around me.
He adds, “He couldn’t even defend your mother’s honor.”
“Fuck you,” I dare to sneer at him. Anger rises quickly inside of me and my breathing quickens.
“You fight now, but you’ll submit later,” Cross says easily, completely unaffected by my words.
“Submit?” the fear is evident in my voice.
“You’ll do as I say. Every command. Kneel at my feet, undress, lie in my bed… Spread your legs for me.” The depth of conviction in his voice is frightening.
“I’ll die before I submit to you.” My throat dries and tightens. I can barely breathe as he stands.
He’s not quick, not hurried in the least to stalk toward me. I can run. I know I can, but the room is small; there’s nothing to hide behind and he’s so tall, it wouldn’t take much beyond a lunge for him to catch me.
My knees weaken, and I nearly fall to the ground, but I don’t. I stay as tall as I can although I have to crane my neck to look Cross in the eyes. My heart pounds chaotically as if it’s trying to escape. For every step he takes forward, I take one back until I’ve hit the wall.
“How did you sleep?” he asks me in an eerily calm voice.
“Like a baby,” I say, and my answer is nothing but defiant. I surprise myself with the immediate answer. Fuck him. Fuck Carter Cross.
A crooked smile twitches onto his lips. “Do you always have nightmares?” he asks and the strength inside of me wavers. My gaze flickers from him to the floor.
“It seemed like a terrible dream,” he adds, his eyes blazing with a threat.
I get the sense that he was here, that he knows I had a nightmare because he was here, not from the camera. As much as I’d like to hide the sickening sense of defeat from my expression, I can’t. He sees my weakness, and I can’t hide from him.
“Answer me.” His command comes out tense and deep.
I almost tell him, no, but then decide on silence, pretending to ignore how the fear that’s growing inside of me makes my limbs feel numb. I expect anger from him, but all I can see is the twinkle of humor in his eyes.
“You will give me everything that I want,” Cross says and then reaches out to me. My eyes close tightly as his fingers brush the hair from my face. He tucks the lock behind my ear and I think about biting him, about fighting him when I remember the first time he touched me so comfortingly, only to then grip my throat and hold me like his prized possession.
With another step forward, he bathes me in darkness, blocking the light and forcing me to push myself against the wall and stare up at him with genuine fear I wish I could deny.
“You’re going to love doing it too,” he whispers in the small space, heating the air between us and my body betrays me at the thought.
It makes no sense at all. Save the scent of his presence. He smells like the woods. Inhaling the deep scent reminds me of the way my mother used to describe our eyes. Like the canopy of the forest after a long day of rain. Maybe I could blame it on instinct.
Or maybe I’m just meant to be the whore to a monster.
I don’t admit my response to him. There’s no way in hell I ever would.
“Let me go,” I whimper the plea and hate myself for it. I can pretend to be strong. He can’t see what’s deep inside of me. I can pretend to be stronger than he knows.
His only response is to chuckle, a deep and rough masculine sound that rumbles his chest and the anger I feel from it overwhelms me.
I’m barely holding on to my composure. I know if I strike him, he’ll respond, and I will lose. I’m not stupid. This is what he wants. The realization makes my eyes widen. He’s playing with his shiny new toy.
“Just kill me.” My muscles scream as I stiffen them, refusing to lash out. Although my body heats and adrenaline pumps faster at the thought of him doing it, I still tell him to just get it over with. I don’t want to be played with. “I’ll never give you anything.”
“Now what would that accomplish for me, songbird?”
I don’t want to cry and give him the satisfaction. I refuse to. My eyes are already burning from being so fucking weak. I won’t be weak. I won’t let him win.
Be smart. A million possibilities run through my head at what the smart choice would be in this moment, but the only situation I allow to rule my actions is to not give in. I’ll wait. I’ll survive day by day until my father comes. He will come. I know he will.
“I’ll fight you until the day I die,” I sneer at him with every ounce of conviction I can gather.
It only makes him smile. A wicked grin that sends a chill through my blood. “You’ll find comfort in thinking that… for a little while.” With a growing smile of triumph, he leaves me where I am. His shoes smack on the ground, and the sound grows quieter as he confidently strides to the door and turns the knob with ease.
How? He’s simply walking away, and the door opens for him. I don’t have time to consider anything. All I know at this moment is that the door is open. And whether or not he’s there, I need to try to run. He opens the door just enough to get through. But I still run to it. I do my damnedest to make it to the door before it shuts and like the merciless prick he is, he leaves it open.
My bare heels bash against the cement as I sprint toward the light, but just as I make it, my hopes are so easily dashed. Just as the hope that I’ll actually get out of here so easily burns into my chest, his tall broad frame fills the doorway, standing with a foreboding presence and taking a large step toward me.
A step so powerful and undeniably in control that I stagger backward, my foot scraping against the cement and throwing me off balance.
My ass hits the floor first and my head would have smacked against the concrete as well if Cross’s hand wasn’t wrapped firmly around my forearm. His fingers dig in and I let out a squeal of both surprise and pain.
“You’re smarter than this,” he hisses. The rage in his eyes swirls with darkness, but with it are golden flecks of intrigue and delight. “You won’t leave this room until I say so.”
I’m paralyzed by the certainty in his voice. The strength of his grip. The desire that drips from each of his words.
“You. Are. Mine. Aria.” He says each word lower and lower until I can barely hear him over the pounding of my heart. The concept of being owned by this man is a deadly concoction that sends a ripple of both fear and desire straight to my core.
Without warning, he releases me, and I fall to the ground, still shaken but staring up at him. “I’m not an object to own. No one owns me!” I scream at him even though I don’t believe my own words in this moment.
He merely smiles at me. As if it’s all a joke to him.
“Let me go,” I try to scream at him as if it’s a demand, but the words are a pitiful plea even to my own ears.
Still, I try to stand, to get back up as he smiles and closes the door, leaving me right where he wants me.
I swear I hear him answer me before the steel door closes with finality. I would swear on my life I heard him say, “Never.”





CHAPTER 64
Carter

Daniel is my only brother who doesn’t knock. He never has.
I know he isn’t going to this time either. His steps are hurried, angered and I have to suppress a sigh of irritation. I’m fucking tired and I don’t have time for his bullshit.
“This war between Talvery and the Romanos doesn’t have anything to do with us.”
Daniel’s always had a knack for speaking as he enters the room, regardless of whether or not my gaze is down on my desk, focused on a spreadsheet of product and how much is selling. Having high demand is good, but some of this doesn’t make sense. And it’s only on the border of our territory that touches the Romanos’ territory.
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I ignore him.
“Did you go to the club with Jase?” I ask Daniel as I continue down the order of supplies.
“Did you hear me?” Daniel questions me, kicking the office door shut and making his way across the office to sit in the chair opposite me.
“I did. You didn’t tell me anything I don’t already know.” Shutting the laptop computer, I finally give him my attention and for a moment I’m caught off guard.
“You look like shit,” I say, and I don’t hide the surprise in my voice.
My brother’s eyes spark with a hint of humor as he smirks at me and replies, “And you look like a fucking Ken doll. Drug dealer Barbie style.”
A huff of a laugh escapes me as he runs his hand along the scruff on his jaw. “Addison isn’t sleeping. She’s having a hard time with this.”
“With what?” I ask him, feeling a chill in my blood.
“With the shit that’s going on. The war, not knowing who tried to take her or what they were planning.”
“She doesn’t need to know about a damn thing,” I say beneath my breath with every bit of humor long gone. “You shouldn’t have told her anything. We stay on lockdown. We wait for the Talverys and Romanos to trim their own numbers. If you have to tell her anything, that’s all she should know.”
Daniel’s head tilts back slightly and he runs a hand down his face, his body slumped in the chair. “She’s not allowed in the north wing and I don’t want her leaving without me or someone else with her… and I’m not supposed to tell her anything?” he questions me, letting his chin drop and daring to look me in the eyes.
“The women should stay out of this.” He fucking knows better.
“Says the man who started a war over a piece of ass.”
“Careful.” He cocks a brow at my response, but I stay firm.
Leaning forward, he puts both palms on the desk and asks quietly, like it’s a secret, “What’s going on with you?”
I steady my back against the leather chair, letting one hand fall to the armrest, my fingers tracing along the steel nail heads.
“I wish I knew,” I tell him in a breath. “We have to move forward with this and there are some things that will benefit us, but it’s a careful walk from here until the end.”
Daniel nods his head, his eyes never leaving mine. “And when are we getting revenge on Marcus? The man who tried to take what’s mine?”
“We don’t know that it was Marcus who tried to take her.”
“Who else would have done it?” Daniel asks but even as the last words slip out, his conviction wanes. Our enemies are surrounding us. The only saving grace is that they fear us, and they have other wars to fight.
“He has yet to answer any of our messages and no one’s confirmed he had anything to do with it.” Daniel’s nostrils flare as he slams himself back into his seat, making the front legs of the chair nearly come off the floor while he looks past me and out the window.
“So, I’m supposed to do nothing and keep Addison in the dark?” Daniel asks with contempt. “I need to do something. I can’t let him or whoever the fuck it was get away with it.” His frustration is getting the better of him. And I understand. I do. But we have to be smart and know how best to move forward before we act.
“We don’t know who did it. There will be nothing done until we do.” My answer is absolute, with no room for negotiation, and the air tenses as Daniel considers me. A moment passes, and I can’t breathe. My brothers are everything to me. All I have. And they’ve never questioned me. Not until this past week.
I’m losing my grip; I can feel it. And that’s never a good thing.
Finally, he nods once and relaxes his posture, moving one ankle to rest on his knee.
“Can I ask you something else?” he asks, and I rest my elbow on the desk and then my chin in my hand, nodding as I do. He’s going to ask me regardless.
“What are you doing with her?”
“It’s personal.” That short answer already reveals more than I’ve told anyone else, but Daniel shakes his head, a look of disappointment clearly written on his face.
“You aren’t the brother I remember.” He’ll never know the pain that comment causes me.
“Tell me what you remember, Daniel? You never saw anything past Addison.” I practically hiss her name.
“What the fuck does that mean?” His anger is evident, and his jaw tightens.
“You had her and I had no one.” My voice cracks at the revelation. Time marches on as we stare at each other. He has no idea how she saved him. Having someone to love, even if it is from a distance can give you hope. And hope is everything.
“We had each other,” he finally tells me. I know he’s thinking about the same shit I am. All the shit we went through. There were five of us, five brothers, but Daniel and I were the oldest and the two our father paid more attention to. If you can call what he did attention.
I let the anger and every other emotion fade, opening up the laptop to cue that this meeting is over. The truth slips by me unintentionally as I point out, “It’s not the same.”
“I just want to know you’re not hurting her.” He won’t let it go. My grip tightens on the laptop as I try to remain calm.
“You have to trust me. Everything is about to change and if that girl had stayed where she was, she would have died.” He waits for more. Proof, maybe. I don’t know what he wants, but the less he knows, the better. “There’s so much you don’t know.”
“You could tell me.” There’s a hint of sadness in his voice, or maybe I imagined it.
“Soon,” I promise him. “Soon.”
He doesn’t say goodbye as he walks away. But as he makes it to the door, gripping the handle and swinging it open, I remember what he said about Addison. “Daniel. Give her this,” I call out to him as I open the drawer. I have a few vials of S2L inside the small safe and toss one to him. He nods once and says something about Jase, but I don’t hear, and he’s already gone before I can question him.
Staring at the closed door, I think about how my brothers are the only constant I’ve had. Only them and no one else.
But admitting the truth out loud… I can’t trust myself to do it.
The last time I admitted something of this weight, my world changed. I sparked the depraved monster inside of me to life and it changed everything.
The day Talvery left me to rot where he found me. I’ll never forget the feeling as I heard my father’s truck come to a stop. The old thing sputtered, and the sound was so comforting until his door shut and the anger in his voice was clear.
“What the fuck are you doing out in the open? Do you want someone to call the cops?” he yelled at me and when he tugged on my arm, the burns and cuts shot a horrible pain through my arm that made me scream in the dark alley. Bloodied and bruised, my father still tossed me around like I was nothing.
Couldn’t he see what they’d done to me? I could hardly open my eyes.
“We’ll get whoever did this, but come the fuck on before someone sees,” he hissed between his teeth.
“They wanted to know who I worked for,” I barely spoke as I hobbled to the car. Every bit of me hurt just to breathe. I slumped into the seat as he rounded the truck. And I know they saw. They had to have been watching me. Waiting to see who would come.
Country music played out as my father shut his door and took off down the street toward the dirt roads. I wanted to roll down my window so badly. I remember thinking I was dying, so I wanted to feel the wind on my face one last time. I’d coughed up so much blood, there was no way I’d be okay. My father ignored me as I asked him to do it, and instead, he turned down the music so only the sounds of the rumbling truck and his questions could be heard.
“Who’s ‘they?’” my father asked as he raced over a speed bump and my body jolted forward. I cried out like a bitch and he screamed the question again at me. It was fear in his voice though, not anger.
I know it now. Fear is what dictated his actions. Not strength like the man who’d done this to me.
“Talvery,” I answered in a single painful breath. As I said his name, I remembered the look of Nicholas Talvery’s freshly cleaned face only an inch from mine. I would never forget the way he looked at me like I was nothing and how much joy it brought him to know he could do whatever he wanted with me.
“What did you tell him?” he asked, and I looked at my father. I made sure to really look at him as I told him he was safe.
“I said I was just selling my dead mother’s cancer meds. I said I was no one. And they believed me.”
My heart has never hurt as much as it did at that moment when my father nodded his head and seemed to calm down. He was good at taking care of himself. He was good at living in fear.
That was the last day he looked at me as if I was a pawn in his game. My wounds were still fresh when I started hitting him back. And I never stopped. I wouldn’t do the stupid shit he wanted me to. I would make money, a fuckton of it. But I never set foot on Talvery’s turf again. I wasn’t a dumb fuck like my father. And the next time he pushed me into the truck and screamed in my face so loud it shook my veins and the spittle hit my skin, I let my anger come forward, slamming my fist into his jaw.
I let the fear rule me in that moment. But it’s the fear I saw in my father’s eyes that defined the change between us.
Each time I went out, leading a life I didn’t choose, I thought it would be my last. I wanted to die, and it wasn’t the first time in my life that I wished for sweet death to end it all.
But without fear of death, I learned what power really was.
And none of my brothers understand that.
Not a single fucking one of them.





CHAPTER 65
Aria

His eyes won’t leave mine.
He won’t leave the room.
He won’t give me any space.
I don’t know how many days I’ve been here, but I do know that today is different by the look in Cross’s eyes.
It’s hard to count the days. My eyes flicker to the carving of stripes on the wall just beyond Carter Cross’s never-changing stern expression. Sitting on the metal chair a few feet from me puts him at the perfect height to block the etched stripes. One for each of the days I’ve been here. But I stopped a while ago.
My sleep is fucked and there aren’t any windows in the room. I’ve noticed that when I lie down and curl up to sleep, the lights go off. Which means two things, as far as I can tell.
He wants me to sleep. And he doesn’t want me to know how much time has passed. It could be midnight a week from when I was taken. Or it could be noon with even more days between now and my last day of freedom.
There are four stripes on the wall. One scrawled after each time I slept. But on the fifth day, I slept on and off with terrors of my childhood that woke me up constantly.
The first two days I got three meals, always delivered the same way. A small slot in the door opened, the food was shoved inside on a small foam tray and then the slot quickly shut with a deafening slam. I waited for hours by it on the third day, praying I could catch it, snatch the hand… I don’t know what. All I knew was that on the other side was freedom. But I quickly found that the slot only opened when I was in the corner of the room farthest from the door. Otherwise, no food would come.
I can barely eat as it is, but hunger won a few times. And instantly, I slept afterward. I don’t know if he drugged me or not, but the fear of sleeping is at war with the need to eat.
Either way, the food I’m given doesn’t aid me in knowing what time of day it is. There doesn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason as to what’s on the tray.
There haven’t been any breakfast foods at all. The last thing I ate was a biscuit and a chunk of ham. It was glazed with honey and my stomach was grateful. I devoured every scrap and then immediately regretted not eating whatever it was he’d given me before. If I don’t eat what’s given, he simply takes it away when I sleep. And somehow, he knows when I’m faking sleep. I tried that, too. I don’t know how many times I laid in the darkness waiting for him to open the door, only to fool myself into sleeping and waking to the tray being gone.
So much wasted time.
Maybe losing the time is the first sign of victory for him.
But I want it back.
“What day is it?” I ask him and it’s the first thing I’ve said in the time he’s been in here.
He comes in every so often, merely watching me. Scooting his chair closer and waiting for something. I don’t know what.
“It’s Sunday.”
Sunday… It was Thursday when I left to go to the bar. I know it was Thursday. “So, that means it’s only been three days?” I ask him although inwardly my gut churns. It’s not possible.
A devilish smile plays across his face.
“You slept a lot, songbird. It’s been ten days.”
His words steal the bit of courage from me and I turn to face the door rather than him, pulling my legs into my chest and sucking in a deep, calming breath. Ten days of screaming and crying in this room. Of not knowing when help is coming, or if it ever will. Of barely eating and only bathing from a bucket of water while hiding under my dirty clothes.
“If you would only kneel for me when I come in, I would give you so much more than this.”
“Why are you doing this to me?” My question is a whispered breath. No tears come from my dry eyes and the pain in my chest is dull. There’s only so much a person can take before they break. I don’t need sleep or food even. I need answers.
“You ask that often,” is his only response, as he straightens himself in the chair. Squaring his shoulders toward me and making the pressed dress shirt stretch tight across his shoulders.
His handsome features look like nothing but sin as he stares at me. I have to rip my eyes away from him. I can’t look at him. He’s a monster and that’s the only thing I need to know about Carter Cross. A beautiful monster who enjoys depriving me and watching me fade into nothing.
“How about we play a game?” he asks me, and a chaotic laugh erupts from my lips.
“Come now, I promise you’ll enjoy it,” he says, and his voice is a promising caress.
“And what’s the game, Cross?” I say his name out loud, staring defiantly into his eyes. I imagined his aggravation, maybe even anger at my response, but instead, he only grins at me. A crooked grin on a charming face. I wish I could smack it off.
“An answer for an answer,” he says and that’s when it hits me.
“You think I know a thing about my father’s business? You’re wasting your time,” I say but my voice betrays me as I speak. It cracks on my last words.
So, this is his plan? Steal me, lock me in a room with nothing for days until I’m desperate for change so he can get information from me? I know it’s merely because I’m a woman. That’s why they haven’t tortured me. But it will come eventually, and I have nothing to give them.
My eyes burn with the need to cry, but I don’t let it happen. “I swear to you,” I barely get out and then stare into Cross’s dark eyes, willing him to believe me, “I don’t know anything.”
“I know you don’t.” It takes a moment for me to register what he’s said.
“Is this a trick?” I ask him, feeling as if I must be going crazy. The hope in my chest is fluttering so strongly. “I don’t want to die,” I whisper the confession.
“I’m not going to kill you.” He answers simply, devoid of emotion, giving me nothing to hold on to other than the matter-of-fact words. “The Romanos would have killed you. You would have died or been captured and given a much crueler fate if I hadn’t taken you first.” I’m silent as I listen to him talk about me as if I’m merely a pawn to sacrifice. “Your best chance at surviving what’s to come is with me.”
Tears threaten to leak down my cheeks at the thought of men infiltrating my father’s estate. At Nikolai being shot as he sits at the kitchen table where he always sits on the early weekend mornings. At my father being killed in the same room where my mother’s life ended.
“Do you want to play the game?”
“I’ve never done well with games,” I answer breathily, watching every inch of his expression for a hint at what’s to come.
“The blanket is yours for playing,” he says and nods toward a pile of fabric he’d tossed at my feet when he came in. And inwardly, I’m grateful. “Why don’t you eat?” he asks me, and I know the game has started. An answer for an answer and he holds the first question.
Staring down at myself, I answer him with half honesty. “I’m not hungry.” Ten days… I try to remember how many times I’ve eaten. Maybe six meals. At the realization, my stomach roils.
A moment passes before he shifts in the chair, leaning back but keeping his hands on his thighs. “If you lie, then I can lie,” he says and the way he says the word “lie” forces me to stare into his eyes. It’s like the devil himself discussing deceit. “That’s the way this game works.”
“I don’t trust that you aren’t going to drug me or poison me. Or something.” The truth so easily pours from my lips.
My eyes drop to the ground at the reminder of all the horrific ideas that have flitted through my head since I’ve been here.
“It’s only food and you need to eat.” Again, there’s no emotion, only a statement of fact. I watch him intently as he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. “Your turn.”
“What are you going to do with me?” I ask him without thinking twice.
“Feed you and keep you in here with nothing but what you have until you submit to me.” He readjusts in the chair and adds, “You’re a social creature and lonely. I can see how lonely you are.” As he speaks to me, my gaze wanders and the hollow ache in my chest rises.
“I’m used to being lonely.”
“I hear your prayers in the dark, songbird. I hear your wishes for someone to save you. Your father. Nikolai… Who is Nikolai?”
“A friend,” I answer him, feeling the pain and agony sweep over my body. And feeling like a liar. The word friend sounds false even to my own ears, but it’s been so long since Nikolai was anything else. And a friend is what he needed to be. Nothing more. Or else my father would have found out.
“Wrong answer. He is no one anymore. They’re all gone, and no one is coming to save you.”
“Gone?” The word comes out like a question, but the monster in front of me doesn’t answer. My eyes close as I inhale deeply, thinking he’s lying. They’re coming. They’ll come for me.
“You’re bored, alone, and starving yourself into nothing. You will submit to me, or you will stay like this forever.”
My lips kick up into a small smile I can’t contain, and I don’t know why. I must be going crazy.
“You think that’s funny?” A hint of anger greets his words and it only makes my smile grow, but it’s accompanied with tears leaking from the corner of my eyes. And I don’t even know when I started crying.
Shaking my head, I brush away the tears from just under my eyes. “It’s not funny, no. And now it’s your turn.” He’s going to keep me here like this? He could keep me here forever.
Even as I think the statement, the overwhelming loneliness consumes me. I have nothing and this prison is eating my sanity alive. Hours pass where I simply stare at the wall, praying it will offer me something different than the day before.
He watches me as I sway from side to side slightly.
“What does submit mean?” I talk over him just as he starts to speak. My words are harsher than I thought they’d be and he cocks his brow, not answering me and then asks his question.
Rules of the game, I suppose.
“What is your favorite food?”
Dizziness overwhelms me for a moment and I rest my head against the wall. He’s going to win this game. And all the others. He’s cheating and I’m deteriorating.
“Bacon, I guess. Everyone loves bacon,” I answer halfheartedly, partly because I’m tired of this game already and partly because I need a little humor in this situation. “There’s this sandwich from the corner store by my house. My mother used to take me there.” I stare at the ceiling while I talk, not really to him, but just to talk and think about something other than this. Although it’s nice to have someone around. I feel an empty hollowness inside of me. I’d rather that than the sickening feeling of defeat.
Licking my lower lip, I continue. “She took me there every weekend. Coffee and pastries for her, but they had this sandwich I loved, and they still have it. It’s turkey and bacon with ranch dressing on a pretzel roll.” My head lolls to the side and I glance at Cross, whose usual stern expression has been replaced by a look of curiosity. “I think that may be my favorite.”
The memory of my mother makes me smile and I almost tell him more. I almost tell him about the day she died and how we went there first. But she didn’t get her usual pastries or coffee, and we didn’t stay long. I was so upset that she didn’t get me my sandwich, but she promised we’d get it tomorrow.
If I hadn’t been so young and foolish, I would have known what was happening. How my mother was running from someone she’d spotted. How she ran home for protection, only to find the monster was already there.
God, I miss her. I miss anyone and everyone. I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d become.
“Would you like to go home when this is over?” Cross’s question distracts me from the thoughts of the past.
“When it’s over?” I ask for clarification and I only receive a nod from him.
A deal with the devil. It’s all I can think. The war doesn’t matter, even if that’s what he’s hinting at. He’ll keep me however long he wants, regardless of what he tells me now.
“You already know the answer to that.” They’re the only words I give him. It’s my turn once more, so I ask him again, “What do I have to do to leave?”
“There is no leaving unless I want you to leave.”
“Then why I am here?” The desperation is evident.
“I’ve already told you. I want you to submit to me. To desire my touch and earn it by kneeling and waiting to obey me. To be mine, in every way.”
“You know that would never happen,” I say absently. “I’ll stay in this room forever or wait for something else to happen. I have nothing but time.”
“I’m going to make a change to your routine,” Cross says as if it’s a threat.
Again, my head falls to the side to look at him, my energy waning. “Is that so?” I ask him, and he quirks a devious grin.
“You’ll only eat when I feed you. Bite by bite.” His eyes flicker with a heat that should scare me, but it does other things to me that I choose to ignore. “You should have eaten before, songbird. Your defiance is only hurting you.”
The thought of him feeding me is something that will haunt me for hours once he’s gone, I already know it. It’s not just the loneliness that attracts me to Cross. I felt it the moment I saw him.
“I wasn’t going to eat anyway,” I tell him in a single breath rather than allowing my imagination to get the best of me. I’ve heard death by starvation is a horrible way to die and I know I’ll have to figure out another way. I know I’ll cave, just like I already have. As if reading my mind or maybe knowing better, Cross smirks at me, but it’s different from the previous ones. There’s something almost melancholy about this one.
“You’ll eat,” he tells me and then stands up without another word. As he turns the doorknob, I close my eyes knowing the bright light is coming. Even with my eyes closed, I can see it. And then it’s gone, and once again I’m alone and trapped in the room.
I should feel a touch of ease, knowing he’s given me some information I can hold on to. But all I can think about is my mother and the last day I saw her.
She wanted to leave and run away. She begged me to understand. And I cried when she told me, “Ria, please.”
I’ll never forget the wretched way my name fell from her lips that day. The fatal flaw of any mother is how much her love for her children will blind her. It’s my fault. Fresh tears leak down my face and I don’t even bother wiping them away as I crawl to the mattress.
It takes a bit longer than usual for him to do it, but with the blanket wrapped tightly around me, the lights in the room go off. Loneliness is my only companion unless I give in to the memories. And I hadn’t realized how harmful they can be. My own past is becoming my enemy.
I find myself filled with nothing but regret as sleep takes over.
If only I could go back and not fight her.
If only I could go back and tell her, we can’t go home.





CHAPTER 66
Carter

It’s different when I’m in the cell with her. When there’s nothing but an isolated war between the two of us. I know she’ll break, and she’ll love it when she does.
When I’m in there with her, staring her down and watching every small, calculated movement from her, all I feel is the need to bring her to that edge and watch her fall.
I can picture her beautiful hair a tangled mess as I fist it in my hand, taking my pleasure from her even if she’d give it freely. She’ll be on her knees, desiring the same things that I do.
It consumes me when the four walls of the cell surround me, but the moment the steel door closes behind me with a finality that another day has passed where I don’t have control of her, the desire changes to desperation.
She has to submit. To kneel when I walk into her cell and to wait eagerly for my command.
And soon.
I have other plans and I want her to be a part of them. She needs to give in. It starts with a simple kneel.
I’m still reeling from seeing her sweet defiance when the door shuts tight. Slipping the painting back into place, I get a glimpse of my brother as he walks toward me in the hall.
“You’re waiting for me?” I ask him, and he matches my pace as we head toward my office.
“I think I know why it’s hitting heavier on the edge of the south side, closer to the Romanos.” He doesn’t waste a second to start talking business.
“The supply?” I ask him for clarification. The drug market is predictable. That’s the best part about an addiction. It’s steady, rampant, and easily maintained. When demand increases in only one area, there’s a reason for it. And I need to know why this shift is so unexpected.
“Romanos have their hands on it. They have to be producing it by the amount they’re selling.” My blood chills in response to Jase’s revelation. My jaw tenses as we make our way down the stairs. Each step only emphasizes the hollow pounding in my ears.
He wanted an ally.
He wanted to do business together.
He’s nothing but a liar, a thief, and a spineless prick.
But none of that is news to me.
“He’s selling S2L?” I ask him. “Are you sure?” The drug is ours. Ours alone. It was only a matter of time before everyone else wanted it, but instead of getting the details, Romano stole it. The stupid fuck.
“I’m positive,” Jase answers me and I imagine Romano’s ugly snarl of a smile as I punch his teeth in. I can practically feel the way the tight skin of my knuckles would split as his teeth broke under them. “I got a sample from their streets, took it back and it’s definitely our mix. A heavier version than what we got off Malcolm.”
“Do you think Romano knows why the pharmacy pulled it and the side effects?” I ask Jase as I push my office door open.
We acquired a banned drug, manipulated it, and just started selling S2L, street name Sweet Lullaby. It was designed to help with anxiety and insomnia. It can aid in weaning off an addiction to harder drugs. But S2L is the most addictive because of the way it calms you, assures you and your entire being that everything is just as it should be and lull you into a deep sleep. Thus, the name, Sweet Lullaby. The undesired side effects were too great to risk… for them. Not for us.
“I think they know exactly what it is,” he says with a touch of anger, “seeing as how they fucked with the formula.” The door practically slams shut from the weight of his push. He doesn’t look me in the eyes until he’s seated in the chair opposite mine. It’s only when he says the next sentence that I finally fall into mine. “They made it more potent. It’s practically lethal with the way it numbs the senses, slowing the heart and forcing the body into a deep sleep.”
My thumb brushes against my jawline as I consider what Romano is up to. “He stole our drug; he’s selling a version that’s deadly on his territory…” I think out loud, not bothering to hide my string of thoughts from Jase.
Jase is the one who got a hold of the drug from an asshole who owed us a debt but had secrets within the industry. Malcolm was useful enough that we let him live. For a little while.
“He’s selling on his territory. Sweet Lullaby but the lethal version is going by ST, Sweet Tragedy. He must not have enough, or else we wouldn’t see the increase in demand.”
“The thing about demand is that those who are addicted are still living.”
“Unless it’s being used on someone else.”
“So, he’s selling it as a weapon? Not as a drug?” I have to admit the thought occurred to us as well, but until we have a preventative drug that renders the deadly version useless, I wouldn’t dare to even hint at the possibility.
His fingers tap, tap, tap with a nervousness on the armrest. “The thing that doesn’t fit though… What doesn’t add up… is that there isn’t a rise in the death toll. There’s no sudden spike in murders or people dying in their sleep.”
“They’re either buying and not using, or they’re selling it elsewhere. Maybe overseas?”
“I think the Romanos aren’t keeping up with the production of S2L, they have a small demand, but word got out that we’re the suppliers. So, Romano decided to up the ante, make the potent version which got someone’s attention. Someone who wants control of the market. Whoever it is, he’s buying every drop he can of the potent version, and every bit of ours so he can make the change himself, concentrating it and making an untraceable weapon.”
“How could Romano be so fucking stupid?” The words are pushed through my clenched teeth. We sold the drug as a relaxer, a way to ease pain and keep people from ODing on the deadlier shit. It’s the perfect way to make an addiction last. And Romano’s greed had to fuck it up.
I’m silent as I consider Jase’s theory.
“Whoever’s gathering it is on his side, not ours. Someone who wants his territory, maybe?” he suggests, and I can only nod in response. Whoever it is isn’t doing a good job of hiding their whereabouts and intentions. Unless of course, they wanted it to be known. My thumb brushes along my chin again as I consider every asshole I know who could want Romano’s place. Maybe they wanted us to know.
“I want Mick’s crew on the south side, tracking the information of every buyer and to find a connection. I want to know who’s fucking with it and if they’re selling anywhere else.”
“It’s expensive shit, this potent version. And whoever is buying in bulk has to be waiting to resell.”
“Maybe they think Romano will lose the war, and they’ll come in to a territory with a built-in high demand, already supplied with the drug?”
Jase nods at my prediction, clucking his tongue and still tapping his finger on the chair. “That’s not a problem for us,” he adds.
“You think they’d stop at the Romanos?” I question him and like the intelligent fucker he is, he shakes his head, the small grin ticking up his lips. Jase loves a challenge. He lives to snuff out those who think they can threaten what we’ve worked so fucking hard to build.
“So, we don’t tell Romano?” he asks me.
“Not a word. He stole from us.” I look him dead in the eye as I come to the conclusion with my brother.
“You still want to do the dinner next week?” he questions me.
Romano thinks it’s a celebratory dinner.
Talvery is weak. It’s almost a letdown at how easily everything is crumbling around him. There’s already a crack within his own factions, or so says the word on the street. Half his crew is taking bribes from Romano. I’m reluctant to let my guard down. Looks from the outside can be deceiving. I know that all too well.
Nonetheless, Romano will come here to this celebratory dinner. And I’ll have the utmost enthusiasm as his host and partner in celebrating the fall of his longtime rival. Long enough to lure him in at least.
“Yes.” I can’t stress my words enough as I stare at the box under the bookshelf on the right side of the room. “Next week he’ll be here, at our table, in our home.”
“It’s not about the war or the drug though, is it?” Jase’s question brings my gaze back to him. “It’s about her?”
His intuition freezes my blood. I have to remind myself that he’s my brother, that he would know because he’s been so close for so long. I have to remind myself that there isn’t a way another soul could even begin to guess the truth.
“Yes,” I reply cautiously as our eyes lock and I wait for his reaction. Once again, I fall prey to the ticking of the clock as he carefully chooses his words. “She’s part of it.”
“We could give her money and let her run,” he offers. And he assumes wrong.
“She’ll run right back to her father, and you know it.”
“Then let her,” Jase says and shrugs as if it’s no concern to us if she were to retreat back to her father.
“And have the Romanos and everyone else think we’re so weak that we just let a girl walk away?”
“Since when did you start caring what they think?” he asks me, still feigning that this conversation is a casual discussion that means nothing.
“They need to think that I don’t care what they think. But how they see us matters more than anything. For us to control what they do, we have to know what they think. We have to be able to manipulate it for us to know what they’ll do next.”
“You can say you grew tired of her.” Jase continues to make suggestions and this time it spikes my anger. I’ve grown tired of him pushing me to let her go, to eliminate her from the equation. She’s too valuable to me.
“Never,” I answer in a single breath without thinking.
“Never?” Jase asks questioningly, only now dropping his guard, his grip tightening on the leather armrest and letting an inkling of anger show.
“I wanted her… before.”
“Before Romano offered her?” Jase’s interest is piqued.
I only nod in response, feeling the confession so close to coming to life.
“Why?” he asks me, and I don’t answer him. I can’t. Instead, I offer him a small truth. “He didn’t offer her. I told him it would be her or no one,” I say softly, to ensure the words will vanish by the time he can hear them.
“What are you going to do to her?” he asks me again. My brothers keep asking me that and it only pisses me off.
“She has to fear me… for a while.” My thumb nervously runs along my bottom lip. “It won’t always be like this.”
“You need to give me more,” he demands, and I quickly spit back, “I don’t need to give you shit.”
A beat passes and the rage slips into my blood. The memories and everything I’ve worked for, everything we’ve become turns to hate and ruin.
“This conversation is over,” I tell him. He only smiles. A coy knowing smile, and nods. The tension evaporates and without another word, he leaves the office. Although I know he’s left with far more than he gave.
As I watch him leave, the ticking of the clock won’t stop. Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock. My gaze moves from the box to the laptop with a black screen staring back at me.
Deep breaths. In and out. Deep breaths bring me back to her.
When I flick the monitors back to life, to see what my little songbird is doing, she’s already asleep.
It’s been so long since these memories have haunted me, but they come back slowly as I turn off the lights in her cell.
Memories that made me. Memories she’s a part of, even if she doesn’t know.
The memory of the day I learned who Talvery was and what fear could really do to a person.
There comes a point when it doesn’t matter what the last punch broke or how much blood you’ve lost. It’s a point where you can’t feel anything anymore.
Your vision is blurry, and you know death is so close that you pray for it. It’s the only thing that will take it all away.
Nothing makes sense. Even as my head snaps back and more warmth bubbles from my mouth, the pain is nothing. And knowing the end is near, it provides a comfort. The chains holding me to the chair fade away and I can hardly feel them digging into my skin.
But even in all of that, she meant something. I knew it instantly. She had the strength to destroy the hope that it would all end soon.
Her small fists banged on the door that was so close but so far away.
Her voice called out and broke through the fog of reality.
I couldn’t hear what she screamed, but it was something so urgent, her father put down the wrench. I remember the heavy metallic sound of it falling onto the floor mixing with her sweet feminine pleas for him to help her through the closed door.
I was so close to everything being over, and she saved me. Even if she doesn’t remember it. She never even saw me.
It took years before I let myself think of her again. And of that day.
I almost had an out. I was so close to leaving this life a good soul. Maybe not pure, not perfect, but a better man than I am now and an innocent soul.
She’s the reason I lived and turned into this.
I don’t just want her at my mercy.
I want everything she has.
I’m not going to stop until I have her and her everything.





CHAPTER 67
Aria

I think it’s been two days since Cross changed the rules. If I’m right, it’s been almost two weeks since I’ve been here. And two full days of not eating anything.
I refuse to eat from his fingers like a dog. I’m not his pet. The way he looks at me like he’d wish for nothing more than for me to kneel between his legs and accept each morsel is riddled with both desire for me and desire for power over me. The combination is heady, and it plays tricks with my mind. I’m addicted to the hunger in his eyes but I’m afraid of what’s to come if I give in.
I don’t want to submit and kneel in front of him. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself. Each ache I have reminds myself of this. As the loneliness stretches and the boredom makes me wonder if I’m going crazy, I have to remind myself. It’s always a reminder.
The thoughts make my breathing heavy and my stomach rumble. The sickening part of all of this is that I’m looking forward to him opening the door. I want him to come in tonight like he did last night and the night before. With a silver platter of temptation.
I’m starving and I know I have to give in. I know I will at some point. He’s right. I will eat. I’m already praying for him to open the door, even as I curse him and clench my hands into fists, swearing I’ll be strong enough to refuse him.
He’s going to win. I can feel it.
I’m praying for him to come, so I can have something to eat. Whatever he brings, if he were to come right now, I’d accept. No matter how much I wish it weren’t true. I would do anything to eat right now. To eat anything at all.
My eyes lift from the ground to the door as it creaks open. I don’t lift my head and I stay on the dirty ground, stiff and unmoving.
I can feel his eyes on me, but I can’t look at him. The only thing that holds my attention is the tray balanced in his right hand and held at his chest. I can’t see what’s on it yet, but I can smell it.
My eyes close slowly and I nearly groan from the sugary scents that flood my lungs. When I finally open my eyes, cued by the sound of him moving the chair across the floor and closer to me, I see it all. I see the tasty treats that will be responsible for my pathetic undoing.
The tray is full of the sweetest things. Berries and chunks of mango and fresh pineapple.
It’s all brightly colored and arranged beautifully. Like I said, a silver platter of temptation.
“How’s your hand?” Cross asks me and it’s only then that I even acknowledge him.
“Fine.” My short answer is rewarded with him pulling the tray closer into his lap. “I think it’s bruised,” I offer him in an attempt to give him what he wants.
“You were banging your fist on that door for over forty minutes.” My teeth grit at his response.
“Well, you heard me at least,” I say, although I can’t deny that it hurts. I’m so fucking alone. And tired and sore and aching with pains. But so alone more than anything else.
“I did,” is all he says.
There’s a routine that comes with Carter Cross. He likes things to be done a certain way, maybe so that it can appear that he’s predictable but I’d much sooner think it’s so he can force my own behavior to be predictable for him.
In these sessions, the ones where food is offered, he attempts the semblance of a conversation before offering food. And today, I know I’ll talk back. I know I’ll do what he wants. I’m that desperate.
“You’re dirty,” he tells me with what seems like sincere sympathy. “You don’t wash yourself like I’d hoped you would.”
I bite my tongue at the perverted comments, but I can’t hold it all in. “I’m not a dog to be bathed.” I can’t hide the anger. I should fake my tone like he does, but I choose not to. He’ll feed me regardless. I hope. He only smiles at me in response and it nearly makes me back away from him. Not because of the way he’s looking at me, but because of how my body reacts to the smile. How he seems to enjoy it when I don’t hold back. It’s dangerous. He’s dangerous.
“You’re tired.”
“It’s difficult to sleep on the floor.” Even as I answer him, I can feel how heavy the bags are under my eyes.
“There’s a mattress at least,” he quips, and those piercing eyes stare deeper into me like he can see through the wall of defense. Just the way he looks at me makes me question everything.
Time evades me as I stare back at him, feeling those same walls crumble deep inside of me. I try to suppress the hate I have for him in this moment, just so I can get this over with and eat.
“You look weak, songbird.”
“You keep calling me that,” I bite back.
“I’ve never called you weak,” he says, and his answer is just as stern as mine.
“I meant ‘songbird.’ You keep calling me songbird.” My voice cracks. I don’t want him to call me anything. Not my name, not a sweet nickname. It doesn’t reflect how he truly sees me. It’s meant to weaken me, make me soften. “Stop calling me that.”
“No,” he says in a hardened voice. “Now come here, songbird Come kneel in front of me and let me feed you.”
This is the second part of his routine and the one where I’ve told him to go fuck himself over and over again. But today, I slowly move my body and get on my hands and knees. I swallow my pride and it hurts. It physically hurts. I didn’t know pride was a spiked ball until I move one knee in front of the other. My body is hot with embarrassment and shame as I stop at his feet.
I can’t open my eyes until his rough hand brushes against my jaw. I wish I didn’t feel the need to lean into him. Loneliness consumes me every day. If I could pause this moment and pretend I’m somewhere else, with someone else, I’d lean into his strong touch. I’d allow myself to enjoy his warmth and comfort.
But as it is, I’m staring into the dark eyes of a man who’s held me like this before. And then so quickly shown how easily he could hurt me.
Swallowing thickly, I wait for the third part. Only seconds until he tells me to open my mouth.
As if reading my mind, Cross lets his thumb brush along the seam of my lips. It’s a gentle caress that ignites something primitive in me, heating my core and making my heart beat furiously inside my chest. My knees inch forward, obeying the command from my body to move closer to him.
Closer to the man who controls my freedom. Closer to the gentle touch.
“Open,” he commands me, and I feel my lips part of their own accord.
My eyes stay closed until his hand moves away, and his warmth is replaced with the chill of the air in the cell.
My heart flickers with fear until I watch him pick up a chunk of strawberry and lift it to my lips. I’d be ashamed at how greedily I eat the small piece of fruit if only consuming it didn’t make me feel as though I’m starved. The sweetness falls into a pit of hollow hunger pains. And again, my body moves closer to him.
He doesn’t say anything or hint at anything other than his desire to keep feeding me. And I accept every piece with a hunger that only seems to intensify. My hands find their way to his knees, gripping him as I swallow the next piece he’s offering me.
It takes me far too long to realize I’m touching him. His groan of approval is what cues my awareness, but as I try to pull away, he does the same to the fruit in his grasp.
“Stay.” He gives me the simple command, and so I do. I cling to him for more.
The part that’s truly shameful though is how much hearing him tell me to stay made me crave more of him. His hand on mine, watching him watch me.
A moment passes where I realize he knows my forbidden thoughts.
My greatest fear is that he’ll voice them and bring them to life. I force my fingers to dig deeper into his leg and I open my lips wider, silently begging for more, so I can hide the temptation that grows hotter between us.
I think he’s doing it slowly on purpose. Picking up the bits of sweet fruit and taking his time before he slips them between my lips.
“Open wider,” he commands me and it’s only because my stomach pains with the need to eat that I obey him, that’s what I tell myself. I close my eyes, holding back every other thought.
“Look at me,” he commands as I swallow the small morsel and his strong hand cups my chin, forcing my head up. The juice from his fingers wets the underside of my chin in his grasp. He’s so close, his dark eyes swirling with an intensity that holds my gaze captive. “You’re so strong,” he tells me, and I hate him for it. “You don’t believe me, but you are.”
The rough pad of his thumb brushes against my bottom lip and I almost bite him, just to spite him. To prove to him that whatever he assumes I’m thinking is all in his head. I catch the broad smile growing on his face as I look back up at him.
He offers me another piece and I take it in my mouth. I have to wait for him to pull his fingers away, but he doesn’t.
My gaze moves back to his and he lowers his lips to my neck, his fingers still in my mouth and the juice of the fruit tasting even sweeter. His short stubble brushes my collarbone and then he whispers in my ear, “See how strong? You’d love to bite me, but you know how to survive.”
His hot breath tickles my neck and sends goosebumps down my body. Shamefully, my nipples harden and my back bows slightly. “Such a good girl, Aria,” Cross says, and I pull away from him, leaving the fruit between his fingers and brushing my ass against the cement as I scoot backward, putting distance between us.
The fear is alive within me, but it’s changed. I fear what I’m capable of and how much I’d enjoy it.
The vision of him pinning me down on the ground flashes before my eyes and cruelly, it only makes me hotter. I swallow thickly, feeling my cheeks heat with a blush.
Cross doesn’t move from his chair. “You’re all done?” he asks me. I can’t look him in the eye. I don’t even trust myself to speak. Maybe this is what it’s truly like to be broken.
“Is it because you’ve finished, or because you’re wet for me?” he asks me in a husky voice that only adds to my desire for him.
“Fuck you,” I say beneath my breath, narrowing my eyes and letting my blunt nails dig into the cement.
Cross lets the trace of a smile play on his lips, but it doesn’t reach his eyes as he stands up, towering over me. “I told you I wanted you, Aria. And I get everything I want. Just remember that.”





CHAPTER 68
Carter

She hasn’t eaten, she’s barely moved since she gave in last night. I’ve come in twice since then and both times she’s denied me even though in three days all she’s eaten is a handful of fruit.
I can feel the tension between us. I know she’s at war with it as much as I am. But she spends her nights screaming and barely sleeping. The little bit of progress during the day is erased and there’s nothing I can do about it.
She’s going to cave again and I can feel it on the horizon. I’ve never been so eager to come into this cell as I am today.
I have to hide my smile as she slinks from the mattress to the floor. She never stays on the mattress when I come in. At least, she hasn’t yet.
My heart beats hard as I watch her expression fall.
There’s no tray tonight. No offering for her.
It’s easy to see her breathing pick up as she registers I’m here for something else.
I intentionally let the chair drag along the floor as I make my way to her.
“I don’t have anything to say,” she tells me as I sit down only a few feet away from her. Far enough so that she can crawl to me and kneel. The crawling part I’m not interested in. She decided to do that on her own, but I don’t care how I get her on her knees in front of me. So long as she submits.
“That’s interesting that you would start the conversation then, isn’t it?” She doesn’t respond. Her collarbone looks more prominent today than it ever has. I couldn’t see it on the monitors, but three days of barely eating is starting to show and I don’t like it. Starved is not how I want her.
I should feel remorse, not anger at the observation.
“Why make it harder on yourself?” I question her with a deep tone of disapproval.
And once again, she doesn’t answer.
“You’ll cave again. You can’t help yourself. You realize that, don’t you?” She’s a smart girl. Anyone with any bit of intelligence knows that starvation is painful, and the instinct to survive will kick in over pride.
“Just let me go,” she says weakly, brushing under her eyes and hiding the tears. So close to breaking. So, fucking close.
“I’m getting tired of hearing you make that request.”
“Then both of us are tired,” she says softly, picking at her dirty clothes. I would give her everything if only she’d obey me.
“You wanted me,” I remind her, and she huffs a pathetic sound of disgust.
Her eyes narrow as she looks me in the eyes and tells me, ”You aren’t what I want.”
“What did you want then?” I ask her, leaning forward in my seat so quickly that I startle her. I’m only inches away and so close I can feel the heat from her body. She turns away from me, looking toward nothingness on the blank wall.
“Answer me,” I say and there’s little patience in my voice. My body tenses as I move forward in my seat so I’m as close to her as I can be. I don’t like what she does to me, but even more, I don’t like that I don’t know what to do with her. I don’t want her like this. I need her to break now, her mind before her body.
She looks at me with a stare of contempt before barely speaking the words, “I don’t know what I wanted.”
“You wanted me to fuck you,” I tell her in a voice intended to be seductive. I practically whisper. “I’d feed you, care for you, fuck you and put you to bed used and sated.” She’s silent as I move back to a relaxed position in the uncomfortable chair. “That’s what you wanted.”
“I just wanted my fucking notebook back!” she screams at me with a bite of anger I know must’ve hurt. Swallowing thickly, she looks away from me as her eyes turn glossy.
My heart pounds hard, just once, then stops for a moment as she wipes her eyes.
“You want a notebook?” I ask her, although I don’t know what the fuck she’s talking about.
Her chest rises and falls steadily as she looks at me. Each breath deepening the dip in her collarbone. “Tell me,” I command her.
“My drawing pad,” she murmurs softly, anger and contempt forgotten. “That’s what led me to the bar where those assholes got me,” she whispers with defeat. “I just wanted my drawing pad back.”
“A specific one?” I ask as my brow raises slightly. It’s not going to happen. I can get her a new one, but I’m not risking what’s already been set in motion to find something she’s left behind.
“Yes,” she whispers and parts her lips to tell me something else, but I can’t and won’t hunt down any of her possessions.
“It’s gone,” I say flatly, cutting off her words.
I watch as she swallows and note the way the sadness returns to her eyes. “Any would do.” Her eyes search my face warily as she sits back against the bed, making it dip with her weight. She’s frail with a look of submission brimming close to the surface.
“A drawing pad. What else do you want?” My fingers itch to trace along her jaw and force her to look at me. To force her to make this easier on herself and both of us.
She peeks up at me through only slits, her dark lashes barely letting me see any of her eyes. But in the small bit she offers me, I see nothing but rage.
“You have something to say?”
“Fuck you,” she spits.
I’ve never felt the urge to kiss her until now. In filthy clothes and all. It’s quiet between us as I imagine gripping the nape of her neck and taking her lips with mine. She’d bite me. I know she would because she thinks she should, and that only makes me harder.
“That mouth of yours. That’s what’s going to get you into trouble.”
“As if I’m not in trouble already,” she answers me through clenched teeth, lifting her chin at me.
“You will be if you don’t obey me.” Each word comes out heavy, making my chest clench with a tightness of what’s to come. My breathing is shallow, and my blood burns a little hotter.
I can see her lips twitch with the need to speak, but she bites her tongue.
This is the version of Aria that I want. The raw anger of knowing and accepting that she’s at my mercy.
“Tell me what you really think, Aria,” I say softly although the words ring out loudly in my ears. My gaze is locked on hers. My blood rushing in my ears. All I can do is wait for her.
One beat. Two beats of my heart before she whispers in a cracked voice, “You’re a monster.”
“And why is that?”
“Because of what you want from me,” she says quiety, but she doesn’t break eye contact.
“What is it that I want from you?” I ask her as I grip the edge of the chair tighter.
“You want to fuck me.” She doesn’t hesitate to answer but the anger in her expression morphs to pain as she rips her gaze away from mine.
“Of course, I want to fuck you,” I tell her in as calm a voice as I can manage. My gaze slips down to her curves and I have to force them back up to see her doe eyes back on mine as she scoots farther back on the bed. She’s searching for comfort and safety, but all she’s doing is making me want to pursue her.
I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “The second I saw you, I wanted you.” My confession comes out a whisper and the memory of her weeks after that night happened years ago flashes through my mind. I had to know the face of the angel who’d saved me. If only she had known then what she was doing, if only she’d known I wasn’t worth saving. The hate and love I’ve had for her has warred for years within me.
Silence separates us for a moment. And then another.
“Just get it over with,” she breathes the words but doesn’t look up. The tone of defeat rings false.
“Is that because you want me too, but you don’t have the courage to admit it?” I dare to challenge her and again that anger comes back full force.
“Fuck. You.” She leans forward as she says each word, practically spitting them. And the rage and defiance only make my cock more eager to thrust deep inside of her.
“You will, little songbird.” Lust pumps through my blood as she inches back on the bed yet again, her gaze fixed next to me as if she’s watching my every move but doesn’t want me to know it.
That only makes the hint of a smirk on my lips grow.
The chair scoots back as I stand and the sound of it scratching the floor frightens Aria. She sits up a little straighter, a little stiffer and watches me with wide eyes as I take two steps closer to her.
“You want to get it over with?” I ask her as I reach for my belt. I want her to see how hard I am for her. And teach her a lesson.
My belt slips through the loops of my pants, leaving the sound of leather brushing against the fabric to sing in the air. My blood is laced with adrenaline and lust as I watch her breathe heavier and faster.
The metal of the buckle clinks on the ground as it lands and then I unzip my pants. A flush travels up Aria’s chest and into her cheeks.
“Come here,” I give her the small command with the bit of breath left in my lungs as I grip my thick erection through my pants and she watches. I swear her lips part and her thighs clench as she watches.
Her wide eyes dart from my cock to my eyes.
“Come here,” I tell her again when she doesn’t move. I know she wants me. Maybe not like this, but I have to show her what power she has. Until she submits, all she has is power over me. “Get down on your knees in front of me,” I add and palm myself again. “Aria.” Her name comes out hard on my lips, but dripping with sin and desire as I add, “I fucking want you.”
I don’t miss the small gasp from her lips as she hesitates another second.
I watch every small change in her expression. From how her nails dig into the mattress, to how her body tenses and makes the bed creak as she inches forward as if she’s going to listen to me. She swallows so loudly I can hear it as she slowly climbs off the bed. She stands on weak legs before dropping slowly in front of me, down onto her knees.
My pulse quickens but I don’t know how. All the blood in my body feels like it’s in my dick.
“If I leaned down and shoved my hand between your thighs,” I ask her, holding back a groan from the thought, “how wet and hot would your cunt feel right now?”
Her eyes widen, and she leans back, but with the way she’s seated, with her knees under her, she can’t lean back far without being off balance.
“Do you know what it will feel like when I finally shove myself deep inside your tight little cunt?” I ask as my dick pulses with need and I have to stroke it once more.
She breathes out heavily, nearly violently and avoids my gaze.
“You’re going to scream my name like your life depends on my mercy.” I stroke myself again and again. Fuck, I’m so eager for her touch my dick is throbbing so hard it hurts. “I won’t show you mercy, Aria, I’m going to fuck you like you’re mine to ruin.”
She whimpers and struggles to remain still in front of me. Her thighs clench as I kick the chair behind me, so I can crouch down in front of her.
Her hazel eyes are wide and filled with desire.
“I want to give you everything,” I whisper as I lean forward, letting my lips trail along her jaw. A ripple of unease runs through me as I realize the truth in those words.
She shivers, and I watch her nails dig into her thighs. “You have to tell me what you want, and when I ask you how badly you want my cock, you better tell me the truth.”
I pull away, letting my fingers trace down the right side of her face, and then lower, to her neck and collarbone. Then lower to her chest. “I want to see how you react when I pinch and bite these,” I tell her as my fingers travel to the peaks of her breasts.
“Do you think you’ll enjoy it?” I ask her. And for the first time, she admits a small truth, nodding her head once and then ripping her eyes from me.
Her breathing is chaotic, and I know she’s ashamed.
“I desperately want to feel you cum on my cock,” I admit to her, whispering in her ear since she still has her head turned. “Tell me what you want.”
All I can hear is our tense breathing mix in the hot air between us.
“Tell me, songbird,” I say, willing her to give in.
Time seems to stretch on forever.
“A drawing pad.” Blinking away the haze in her eyes and still denying what she truly wants, she utters useless words.
And I leave her just like that, wanting and panting and flushed with need.
She’ll learn to ask for what she wants. Or she’ll stay here forever.





CHAPTER 69
Aria

I’ve never felt like this before.
Like there’s nothing left of me but a shell of a weak and pathetic person. I’m on the edge of loathing myself and the way my body begs me to give in to Cross.
But most of all, I pity myself and that’s what’s driving the hate.
My father isn’t coming. Nikolai isn’t coming.
I was worried that they were dead, but Carter told me yesterday that they’re still alive and the war is only getting started. I don’t know if he’s lying to me or not. If he wanted to offer me hope so he could crush it. I don’t know anything anymore and nothing gives me hope of getting out of here.
Even as the thought hits me, I crumple forward and bury my face in my grimy hands. They smell of dirt but as I struggle to breathe and maintain any sense of composure, I don’t give a damn. No matter how many times I bathe myself with the warm water that waits for me when I wake up, I feel dirty. The kind of dirty that doesn’t wash away.
I’m alone. A prisoner. And I don’t see any way out of here. There’s no white knight planning on barging in here. I’m not worth it. If I was, they would find me, they would come for me. They would save me and make Cross pay for keeping me here to starve and torment with thoughts of being his fuck toy.
Fate sent a dark knight after me instead. With dinged and scratched armor and a taste for something that I shouldn’t crave. My face is too hot when I pull my hands away, calming my breath and leaning my head against the wall behind me.
Exhaustion has taken over and I know it’s because I don’t eat.
But I could, a little voice whispers in the crevices of my mind. The same dark corners where the memories of yesterday send a warmth through my body.
My teeth dig into my lip as I remember how his skin felt against mine. How everything felt. It was… everything.
Like electricity sparking through every nerve ending all at once, with a heat and fluidity that made me want to rock my body.
Yes, the dark knight is good at what he does. He’s damn good at making me want to cave and give in to both his desires and mine. I lick my lower lip, wincing at the cracked skin as my back stiffens and I glare at the steel door that refuses to budge.
As if knowing I was thinking about him and what he could do to me, the door to this prison opens and my hardened expression shifts to one of worry, curiosity, and eagerness.
I hadn’t realized how dark it was in the room until the bright light from just beyond the cracked door makes me wince. My tired eyes sting with the need to sleep.
I suck in a small breath, but I don’t cover my eyes or leave them closed for long. Pressed against the wall, I wait with bated breath until my eyes adjust.
I expect to hear the door close, but it stays open.
And the man I thought was coming in? It’s not him. It’s not Carter.
Thump, thump. My heart slams hard in my chest as Jase takes a step inside. Still the door stays open and my eyes have to glance at what’s beyond it.
A hallway and nothing discernable, but I know it’s freedom. That barely ajar door leads to freedom.
“Now don’t make me regret this.” The deep voice seems to echo in the small room and I swallow thickly. It’s only when my throat stings and I feel as if I could choke that I realize how dry my throat is.
“Jase?” I chance a word and it makes the man smile. I remember him from the night I was taken. That’s what Carter called him. He put the rag to my mouth. He’s one of them.
He gives me a sexy lopsided grin that should frighten me. But instead, his charming looks put me at ease. He must be younger than Carter. His eyes are softer. But I remember them all too well, for the wrong reasons.
“You remember me?” he asks me and takes a step forward, grabbing the chair that Carter uses. He’s just as tall as Carter, but leaner and in only a white t-shirt and faded jeans, he looks less threatening.
But looks are deceiving.
My lips part to speak, but I can’t get out a word. A million questions are running through my head.
Why are you here? Where’s Carter?
Are you going to let me go?
I can only nod.
“You’re looking a little on the rough side,” he says and then his voice drifts off as he looks behind him. I follow his gaze to the open door, but quickly my sights are back on his and the chair in his hand that scratches along the concrete. Turning it backward, he sits on it. As if he’s deliberately acting casual.
He is. This is a setup for something. In my head, my words are strong and demanding, but when forced out they sound weak and desperate.
“What do you want?” I swallow, and this time the scratchy sensation in my throat is almost soothed. But the pain in my chest grows with every thump in my heart.
Jase breathes in deep and turns to look back over his shoulder, toward my freedom, and then points to it with his thumb. “He doesn’t seem to be taking care of you, is he?”
Thump. Another thump.
“Is this a trick?” My question is meager at best.
Jase’s chuckle comes from deep in his chest and his smile widens, showing his perfect teeth.
He shakes his head. “No tricks. I just know he can be stubborn and sometimes he gets in his own way.” He’s being far too kind. There isn’t an ounce of me that trusts him.
My gaze falls to my feet. My dirty feet and scraped knees. And then to my nails, the dirt beneath my fingers that doesn’t seem to leave.
My teeth dig into my lower lip to keep me from spilling all the desperate pleas begging me to come up, but it hurts. “What does he want?”
“You.” Jase’s voice is soft and at ease. As if the answer was simple.
“What about me?” For the first time, my voice is as strong as I imagine it would be.
Resting an elbow on the back of the chair, Jase places his chin in his hand and considers me. He parts his lips but then closes his mouth.
“Just tell me,” I beg him.
“I don’t know. This…” Jase trails off, then clears his throat and looks away from me for a moment before looking me back in the eyes to continue, “isn’t something he does.”
“This?” I ask sarcastically, and like a madwoman, a grin forms on my face and I swear I could laugh. “Which part of this?” I dare to spit back at him. And for the first time since Jase has walked in here, pure fear pricks down my spine at the sight of his expression.
That cold, heartless look in his eyes is there and gone just as quickly as it came.
He stares ahead of him, at the cinder block wall and ignores me for a moment. I almost speak but I don’t know what to say. And even if I asked the questions that keep me up at night, Jase wouldn’t know the answers.
Mindlessly, I pick under my nails. Maybe if I begged him, he’d let me go. The huff of a genuine, but sarcastic laugh gets Jase’s attention. I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t look up until he speaks.
“Carter said to buy you a drawing pad. But I thought maybe you’d want something else as well?”
“Sleeping pills,” I answer him without thinking twice. I’m hungry, but more than that, I need to sleep. “It’s hard to sleep in here.”
When I peek up at him, Jase is looking at me like I’m trying to fool him and that thumping in my chest beats harder and faster. “I need to sleep,” I beg him. “I take them at home. That or wine some nights. Please, I’m not trying to drug anyone or OD or anything. I just need to sleep, please.” My voice cracks and that pathetic feeling that plagued me only moments before he walked through the door comes rushing back to me, hard. It nearly makes me bury my head between my knees with shame.
“I just want to sleep,” I plead.
“Sleeping pills… any particular brand?” Jase’s question eases the anxiety slightly.
Composing myself as best as I can, I brush my hair behind my ear and answer him, “I’ve tried a lot of them. There’s a pink box at the drugstore. I forget the name,” I say then close my eyes tight, trying to remember it. Trying to picture the box that sits on my nightstand.
They open quickly at the sound of the chair scratching on the floor.
But Jase is just leaning back, grabbing his cell phone and typing into it.
“Do you want anything else?”
“Tarot cards,” I blurt out without really thinking and the expression on Jase’s face tells me that I’m being stupid or naïve or weird. I don’t know. I mean, even if I am losing my mind I do realize it’s an odd thing to ask for. “I’ve been bored out of my mind and I like to think with them. It’s just something I like.” With each sentence, my words come out softer.
Every day I read my cards. The damn things didn’t tell me this was coming though.
“Maybe clothes?” Jase asks me, giving me a pointed look and my cheeks flame with embarrassment.
“Clothes would be nice.” I haven’t thought much about my actual clothes; I know I’m dirty and covered in filth. The only place I’ve sat or slept is on this tiny mattress and I know I smell.
“I could use a lot of things-”
Jase cuts me off. “I’ll get you some toiletries and you know… those things.”
I nod my head, swallowing down every bit of humiliation that threatens to consume me.
“You’re very nice for a prison guard,” I tell him although I stare straight ahead at the empty corner of the room.
He huffs a short, humorless laugh and asks, “Food?”
“Carter said he has to be the one to feed me,” I answer Jase immediately and then close my eyes as my empty stomach tightens with pain. I should have eaten before. I have to be smart. But how many times have I told myself that, only to end up in the same place with no change?
“That sounds like something he would say.”
Everything hurts at this moment. My body from exhaustion, my heart from hopelessness. Starvation is only third on my list.
“What else would Carter say?” I ask him, just to continue talking. To get to know him. To make him feel like I want him to stay. My heart flickers with the hope that he may hold the key to me leaving.
“Carter would say he’s sorry it had to be this way.” I’d laugh at Jase’s words if they didn’t hurt me the way they do.
“I don’t think I believe that,” I nearly whisper.
“He never wanted any of this,” Jase tells me. “He was only a kid when everything escalated, and it was kill or be killed.” The silence stretches as I imagine a younger version of Carter, one who hadn’t been hardened by hate and death.
“You always have a choice,” I manage to speak, although I find it ironic as I sit in this cell, without a single choice of my own.
“It’s a nice thought, isn’t it?” Jase offers. There’s no sarcasm, no sense of anger or sadness. Only matter-of-fact words.
“I’d like to leave this room,” I tell him although it comes out a question. As Jase nods, hope rises inside of me.
“It will happen,” Jase says. “I know it will.”
“Would you let me go outside at least? Or by a window for some fresh air?” Jase tilts his head and narrows his eyes as if to ask me if I think he’s stupid.
“I promise I wouldn’t run or anything like that. I swear.” My throat tightens as he considers me.
“I’ll see what I can do,” is all he says to my racing heart. But it’s something. It’s a tiny piece of hope.
“Why are you being nice to me?” I stare into his dark eyes, willing him to answer me but inside, I hope for a lie. I want him to tell me everything is going to be okay. That he’s going to get me out of here. But it’s all wishful thinking.
“I’m not a nice guy, Aria, so get that out of your head.” He stands abruptly and then looks back at me as he opens the door wider, so he can leave.
My blood pounds in my ears at the sight of the wide open door, with Jase’s figure blocking it. His shadow fades into the darkness of the room.
Smart. I repeat it over again. Be smart.
Now is not the time. Be his friend. The thought hisses and I listen. He could help me. He could have mercy on me where Carter doesn’t.
“I’m just following Carter’s orders.”
I only nod once and force myself to look elsewhere. Anywhere but toward the false sense of freedom beyond the door. He’ll be back. Next time I’ll be more prepared.
And with that, I’m left alone again.





CHAPTER 70
Carter

Three hours have passed, and each hour she’s more and more comfortable.
She hasn’t stopped drawing since Jase left the cell. And I haven’t taken my eyes off of her. There’s only one camera in the room and without being able to zoom in, it’s hard to see her features.
A pile of clothes and her blanket are neatly stacked and folded on the bed. But she stays on the floor, scribbling away. One page after another as if she’s obsessed and unable to stop.
I need to know what she’s writing down. Especially if it’s some sort of account of what’s happened in the last few days. A message, maybe? Maybe it has something to do with why she screams in her sleep nearly every night.
Unease creeps up my spine at the memories. I’m not surprised the first thing she asked for were sleeping pills. I can’t fucking sleep anymore either. Every other night, she cries out in terror and it’s only getting worse.
I thought things would change after the other day.
Another paper flies across the floor, but before its fluttering has even stopped, she’s already sketching on the page that was beneath it.
Change is necessary. Even if I have to force it.
The walk from my office to the cell takes too fucking long. My fists clench tighter and my heart beats faster as I get closer.
I keep the door open and leave the chair where it is this time.
As she scoots back onto her ass and away from the piles of paper to get away from me as I approach, I lower myself to them, crouching down and picking up the closest one.
There are still a few feet between us, but the expression on Aria’s face is of complete fear. Not the defiance I’ve grown to expect.
“Caught you off guard?” I ask her, cocking a brow. Maybe she thinks I’ve come to steal her gifts, or maybe the lack of food reminds her of what happened the other night. I know she ate every bit of that tray Jase gave her with her new possessions earlier today.
I wonder if she thinks it’s a secret he kept from me.
“You look scared,” I add when she doesn’t answer my initial question. Her doe eyes are wide, and the colors stir with so much thought and curiosity.
She doesn’t answer me. She looks like she isn’t even breathing as her eyes glance from the paper in my hand to the open door.
“Don’t think about running, Aria. I don’t want to have to take these away the second you got them.”
Slowly, her chest rises and falls. Her stiff body loosens although she stays back. With her head lowered, she only peeks up at me. It’s an interesting difference, the way she looks at me compared to my brother. I fucking hate it. But fear and control are everything. One day Jase will see that.
With my jaw hardened at the thought, I look down at the paper before turning it over in my hand to see what she’s drawn. It’s upside down at first and it takes me a moment to realize that.
It’s drawn with pen, but it’s beautiful. Fine little lines and sketches that depict a bleeding heart with three knives stabbed through it. The background is a storm and the ink smears only add to the emotion clearly evident on the paper. Although the knives seem to pierce through the heart easily, the rain behind it is so violent, it detracts from the knives a little.
“What is this?” I ask her without looking at her. I know she’s looking at me; I can feel her careful gaze. She doesn’t like to look at me when I’m looking at her. Although it’s a habit I need to break, I’m more concerned with getting answers than obedience.
“The three of swords,” she answers in a small voice and it beckons me to look back at her. For a moment we share a gaze, but then she drops it, focusing on the paper in my hands.
“One of your tarot cards?” I ask her and then straighten the paper in my hand, noticing how it resembles a card.
“Yes. Jase said he bought me a deck online but until they arrive I thought I would draw them myself.”
I consider her for a moment. Of everything she could ask for, of everything she could be doing at this moment, this is what she chose. “Why?”
“I like to think about things and it helps me.” She nervously picks at the edge of her dirty shirt where a thread has come undone. “It’s been lonely, and I haven’t been able to think of anything new. It was just something…” her voice trails off and she takes in a shuddering breath. Weeks of doing absolutely nothing but living with your demons would haunt and break the strongest of minds. But she’s survived.
“Do your clothes not fit?”
“They do, I just get dirty doing this. So, I thought…” she pauses to take in a short breath and then another. “I just wanted to take care of this, and then I’d planned to change and try to clean myself up.”
Nodding, I hand the paper back to her asking, “What does it mean?”
She’s hesitant to reach out and take it, but when she does, her fingers trace the edges of the knives. “The three of swords represents rejection, loneliness, heartbreak…” Her words aren’t saddened by the information, merely matter-of-fact.
  
I wonder if she’s lying. If the one card that she’s drawn I happened to pick up, would really mean those things or if she’s toying with me. She could be trying to weaken my resolve by gaining sympathy. It will never happen.
“But yours was reversed,” she says, and it cuts through my thoughts of her intention.
“And what does that mean?” I ask her, expecting her to spit back that I’m the one causing it all. For her to blame all of this on me. And in so many ways it is my fault, but she’s to blame as well and she doesn’t even know it.
“Forgiveness,” she whispers the word and then slowly inches closer to pick up each of the fallen papers, dozens of them, gathering them together and avoiding me at all costs.
The word resonates for a moment, lingering in the space between us and striking something deep inside of me.
My blood pressure rises as my eyes search her face for an indication as to what she’s getting at. But she doesn’t look at me and her body seems to cower more with each passing second.
The moment passes, and she neatly arranges the stack in front of her and still doesn’t look up at me.
Stubborn girl. The familiar tic in my jaw begins to contract as I wait another moment. And then another before she looks up at me through her thick lashes. Instead of seeing disinterest, resentment, or whatever I was expecting, all I see is the unspoken plea for me to let her have this small bit of happiness.
But nothing in this life is free. And she should know better than that.
“When I come in here, I want you to kneel for me.”
She flinches as she realizes what I’ve said and as her head lowers, the dip in her collarbone seems to deepen to a level that sickens me.
She’s resistant to obeying, but she needs to understand. There is an expectation both of us need to meet. And what’s been done can’t be taken back. That’s not an option. “I admire your strength. I do.” I talk with her eyes on my back as I stalk to the metal chair at the far wall. I debate on leaving it there and giving her space. But that intention is quickly forgotten.
Picking up the chair, I take it back to where she’s still seated, shaking her head as her shoulders hunch in.
“You keep saying I’m strong and I have to admit I don’t get your humor.” I’m taken aback by the severity of her tone and the venom that veils each syllable as she speaks. She offers me a smile that wavers and then adds, “Did you let him give it all to me so you could simply take it away?” Maybe the small taste of what used to be and what she could so easily have is what she needed to remember her defiance and ignite the spark between us again.
I’d love for her to fight me, but I’ll only allow it after she submits.
“I’ll do as I see fit,” I answer simply, and she refuses to look back at me, her fingers tracing each of the papers. “All you have to do is obey me and I’ll give you everything you need.”
“I’d rather die.” Her hazel eyes simmer with indignation as she waits for my answer. “You can have it back.”
I take my time, sitting on the chair in front of her. Towering over her small frame, I lean forward and speak calmly. “My songbird, it’s one thing to have the balls to say that. I respect it. But it’s another to go through with it. You’ve already obeyed twice. And I didn’t ask much, did I?”
She huffs in a tone that’s both weak and strong. A manner that reflects her tortured state. So close to having what she wants and needs, and yet so close to losing everything.
“It was a cruel joke, wasn’t it?” Her eyes narrow as she gazes at the door like it beckons her.
“I don’t joke, Aria. Your life belongs to me. Everything you will ever get for the rest of your existence will come from me.” My words come out harsh and irritated. I’m sick and fucking tired of her denying both of us. “Get. On. Your. Knees.”
“Fuck you,” she spits out, and instantly my fingers nearly wrap around her throat as the rough pad of my thumb rests against her lips. I can feel the rush of her blood in her neck as I grip her tightly, her gasp filling the air along with the sound of the chair scraping from the rapid movement forward.
She stiffens with my touch but she doesn’t protest, staring back at me with that burning expression as I tighten my grasp. Her breath comes out with a shudder, but she stares back at me expectantly, waiting for what I’ll do next.
My heart hammers and my dick stiffens with each passing second that she holds my heated gaze. I see the moment she realizes that her hands are on my waist. Pulling herself toward me, not pushing me away.
Her eyes spark and I nearly crash my lips against hers, urging for more. Instead, I leave her there, letting a low hum of approval fall from my lips so she knows I know exactly what she’s thinking.
A fire ignites between us as she grips me tighter, so tight the sound of her nails scratching against my pants is all I can hear.
“You think you shouldn’t do it, simply because you’ve been taught it’s wrong. But is that what you really want?”
“I don’t want you,” she says breathily, not even attempting to hide her desire.
“I won’t let you ride my cock until you tell me how badly you want to cum on it.” I hold her fiery gaze as I ask, “Do you understand me?”
Her body sways slightly as she holds back a strangled groan of lust.
“Humor me, Aria. I already know you’re strong.”
“You make me weak.” Her voice breaks and the tension from the other day returns in full force. She steadies her trembling lip between her teeth.
“Is that what you’re afraid of? Being weak?”
She nods her head slightly, ever so slightly. And I can see the last bit of her walls crumble for me. Crashing down to the ground in small, insignificant piles of rubble.
“I don’t want you weak.” I lean forward, whispering against her lips, “I want you mine.”
Her eyes close and her body bends forward; she rests nearly her entire weight on me. “I will never submit to you,” she says, and her words are a weak confession. As if she hates their existence.
She’s close. So close. I need to offer her something.
Hope. The offer of hope is something a desperate person can never afford to pass up.
“I made a deal I shouldn’t have. But I need to go through with it for as long as I have to. And it has to appear that I’ve done what would be expected. You’re going to help me and then I’ll give you whatever you want.”
“What do you need me to— “
“Obey me,” I say, cutting her off. “Kneel when I enter and do as I wish.” My hands tingle with the sensation of feeling her so close to caving. They clench and unclench at my side.
Time passes in slow ticks as she pulls herself away from me. She can try to pretend she has somewhere else to go. But I’m her only way out of this. And eventually, she’ll beg me for something. She. Will. Beg.
“Anything?” she asks, and she already knows the answer. “Like my freedom?”
“Almost anything.” I don’t lie to her.
“There’s nothing else--” she starts, but I cut her off. “There’s always something else.” My words are sharp at first but I correct myself.
“There’s always something else,” I repeat and then add as I stand up to leave, “It’s something you so desperately need, but you don’t even see it.”





CHAPTER 71
Aria

P art of what keeps me from giving in to Carter and the feelings that have been taking over my every waking moment is obvious.
The fear of the past returning. The truth in the terrors that devour my nights.
And the nightmares I remember of a past monster erase everything I’ve felt for Carter. There is nothing that will change that.
Sometimes it’s the feeling of Stephan’s hands on me that wake me up screaming. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it. Or at least since I’ve been aware of it.
It used to be every single night. I couldn’t sleep at all without seeing his face. Without feeling him rip me away from my mother as I begged her to stay with me. She was already gone though. Even as a child I knew she was dead.
He’d killed her.
The sleeping pills the doctor gave me at my father’s request worked for a little while. Then I stopped and even though everyone else would say I was screaming, I didn’t remember. I couldn’t remember a single dream. Nothing but darkness as I slept.
It’s come back to me though in the last few months. Even the pills can’t dull the nightmares anymore. They don’t stop them from lingering once my eyes have opened.
It’s like I’ve gone back fourteen years, and my nights and days are both haunted by the memories.

“PLEASE, STEPHAN,” I begged him. I looked up into the eyes of the man dragging me away from her. My nails scratched and bent on the wooden floors as I kicked him, falling hard to the ground.
And he snarled, “You little bitch.”

MY HEART RACES and the tears stream down my face. My fingers dig into the mattress and the sweat turns to ice along my skin. I don’t know if I’m asleep or awake, but I know what’s coming. I can’t move; I can’t breathe.
I can see myself rocking, but I’m still. I’m aware of that. It’s a different time, in a different place.
I’m safe, I whisper and try to will the images away. I’m safe.
But when I open my eyes and try hard to keep from crying any more tears, I remember where I am.
It’s been years since the nightmares have tortured me like this. It makes sense that they’d come back now. But without a place to hide, not in my sleep and not while I’m awake, I don’t know how much longer I can go on.
I can’t live like this.
I can’t and I won’t.
I want to call out for Carter of all things. He could hold me and take it away.
The bed beneath me groans as I roll over, and for the first time since I’ve been here, my back is to the door. I’m conscious of it. As conscious of it as I am the feeling of Carter’s hand on my jaw. The strength, the power, the heat, and fire that lick their way up my body when he holds me like that.
Like I’m his.
I remember his words, “I made a deal I shouldn’t have. But I need to go through with it.” How he said I have to help him. I’ve spent weeks in this cell with no hope, until now. My imagination is wild with thoughts of what could come. But each and every one of them leads back to one scene. One that makes my thighs clench tighter.
Slowly, I lift my fingers to where his were and close my eyes as the tips of my fingers tickle my skin. The memory calms me and yet, it makes my heart beat faster.
It’s his hands on me that I think of as I try to drift back to sleep. And I almost do.
But the realization of how much power he has over me with something so simple as a touch meant to control me, easing my pain steals any chance I have of falling back to sleep.





CHAPTER 72
Carter

Stephan. Alexander Stephan.
It’s his name screamed. He’s who terrorizes her in her sleep. I know it is.
I’ve listened to it over and over again, each time the anger intensifying.
Last night she screamed his name.
All these nights I thought it was me causing the terrors. I thought she hated me and that she truly dreaded what I could do to her.
I’ve never been so fucking wrong in my life.
The door to her cell opens with a small creak, but it cries out loud in my ears as Aria’s bloodshot eyes stare back at me.
“Can’t sleep?” I ask her, leaving the door open and walking with evenly paced and deliberate steps to the side of her bed.
She looks so frail beneath me. Barely eating and not sleeping for more than a few hours for over a week will take its toll on anyone. She doesn’t answer me. Her eyes follow me though.
“I won’t kneel,” she says weakly.
“I didn’t come for that.”
Her brow scrunches and she nearly questions me. She knows she’s disobeying, still fighting a losing battle, but my guard is down. It almost makes me smile.
“I asked for pills to sleep,” she says, and her pleas are desperate. But I had to know more. There would be no pills to take it away when she wouldn’t share it with me. How else would I have found out? It’s her stubbornness that will make her suffer.
“I want to know how you know Alexander Stephan.” Even though my words come out softly, meant to be gentle, she pales in front of me and I can see the chill spread over her body as she backs away from me.
There’s only so far she can run in here and I’m tempted to grab her and force her to answer me, but I already know everything I need.
I was stupid to think I knew everything there was to know about Aria. I didn’t consider anything other than who she was five years ago. I didn’t consider the past that made her into that girl.
I knew her mother was murdered by a now-associate of the Romanos years before our family existed in this reality. At the time, he was the right-hand man to Talvery. Betrayal is thick in this business. Her mother’s murder is what started the feud years ago, but it’s been quiet for over a decade. No one’s made a move since the unsuccessful retaliation on Talvery’s part. Each side was simply maneuvering pieces and has been waiting for the other to strike since then.
My blunt fingernails dig into my palm as I resist touching Aria. Her back is pressed against the wall and she gathers the covers closer to her chest as if she has hope that they could save her.
But there’s nothing that can save you from your past.
When she finally speaks, it’s anger that threatens to come out in her voice. “Don’t give me to him, please.”
Anger sparks through me. This girl has a way of igniting it within me like no one else.
“You belong to me.” The simple words gritted between my clenched teeth make her stiffen, but her eyes show a different response. Hope, maybe.
“Any man who thinks they can lay a hand on you will die at mine. Is that clear?”
Her eyes search mine for sincerity, even as she nods her head. “I told you, you belong to me.”
The shift in her demeanor is slight. The heavier breaths, the gentle relaxation in her shoulders, and the defiance that begs to come out in the gorgeous blend of greens in her stare.
“Who is he to you?” I ask her again and watch as the cords in her slender neck tighten when she swallows.
“He killed my mother.” She doesn’t show much emotion; she tries to hide it, to appear devoid of it. But sadness and fear emanate from her voice.
I consider what to ask her next, but I don’t want her to know what I know. If she doesn’t already, she wouldn’t believe me.
“Tell me more,” I decide to command her, rather than asking for specifics.
She brushes the hair from her face and as she does, the blanket falls from her chest. It’s only then I notice she’s finally changed clothes. The thin, pale blush cotton shirt complements her complexion. Her fingers wrap around the cuffs of her sleeves as she pulls her knees to her chest.
“It’s not something I like to talk about,” she says simply, and then rests her cheek on her knees and looks up at me. The air is different between us. The tension of the game we’ve been playing isn’t here and so I scoot closer to her, wondering how she’ll react.
And she does. My little songbird.
She keeps the space between us, shifting to the other side of the bed and straightening her shoulders to keep her eyes on me.
The corners of my lips kick up into a half grin.
“Even now?” I ask her and the defensiveness fades, but she doesn’t answer.
A moment passes, and then another. Finally, she looks toward the open door. It’s the first time she’s done it this morning; usually her gaze flickers to it constantly.
“You screamed his name last night,” I tell her and when she looks back at me, I know she’s not breathing.
“I’d like to know why,” I say to finish my thought.
She swallows visibly and again pulls her knees to her chest. As she does, I inch closer. Only one. Although she stares at my hand, lying flat on the mattress and closer to her, she doesn’t move away.
“I was there when he did it.”
“You saw her die?”
She nods. “I was hiding. I was only playing.” She shakes her head and I inch forward again, beckoning her for more. But nothing comes.
“What aren’t you telling me?” My question comes out as a demand and that’s when the defiance returns and the girl I’m used to seeing returns.
Her dry lips part but after several moments, she never says a word. I stand up, pushing off the thin bed and making her sway with the dip in the mattress.
“I don’t like hearing you scream,” I confide in her and I’m met with silence.
I turn to look over my shoulder and see her soft eyes staring at me, brimming with unshed tears.
“I’m sorry,” she apologizes to me and I find it hard to swallow as she turns her gaze from me to the blanket.
This is moving too slowly. Far too slowly. She’s close to breaking and for both our sakes, I have to push her. I will not let her move backward. We’re so close, and time never stops its ticking.
With that in mind, I reach down and take her blanket from her. She stares up at me like a scared child and I have to push out my words, although they come out with the control and power I always have. “You need to bathe. I don’t trust you. So you’ll have to trust me.”





CHAPTER 73
Aria

I’ve never wondered what a prisoner would feel like when led from chains to a feigned freedom. Like a courtyard or elsewhere. I wonder if they feel the same initial instinct to stay close to their warden, the way I do with Carter.
Or, maybe it’s because I’m tired. I’m so fucking tired. Of fighting, of starving myself, of not sleeping. I’m not broken, but I am so fucking tired.
The rich mahogany furniture, high ceilings and carved molding accents move around me in a blur. Without shoes, my bare feet pad softly on the polished floors, and it’s all I can hear.
I’m not sure if I should peek up and take in my surroundings, but every time I do, Carter gently brushes my shoulder and I instinctively pick up my pace, focused on what’s to come. Still, I try to track everything, to pay attention to every doorway and window, every possible chance of escape.
My heart beats fiercely as he leads me to the right and I see a thin stream of light in the darkened hall from a room in the distance. The sounds of chatter and even laughter echo around me, although Carter pulls me in the opposite direction.
Adrenaline courses in my veins and my throat tightens.
There are other people here.
“Don’t be stupid, Aria,” Carter whispers in the shell of my ear, making my heart lurch and forcing me to jump back. I hadn’t realized my thoughts were so obvious.
“Come,” he orders me, offering me his hand. My own is small in his as he wraps his strong fingers around mine and leads me deeper down the darkened hall. All I can think about as he takes me closer to where he wants me, is that there were people here, all this time, and I have no idea if they heard my screams or what they would have done had I screamed just moments ago.
Carter unlocks a door, the clinking of metal keys accompanied by his rough voice as he says, “My brothers stay up late. They always have.”
His brothers. Jase. Who else? There isn’t enough curiosity in the world that could lead me to ask him. But deep in my soul, I’m crying for answers although I can already hear the hiss of the truth in the back of my skull.
There is no mercy here. Not from anyone.
The door opens with a muted creak and I only nod as he gestures for me to head inside. The small bit of hope fluttering in my chest is strangled. I can barely swallow, barely do anything but place one foot in front of the other through a large bedroom, until I hear the flick of a light switch.
The dim light flows across the black and white marble tile. Carter doesn’t wait for me to enter before turning on the bath at the far side of the room. I’m struck by the sheer size of the bathroom. Even coming from wealth myself, I’m taken aback.
“It’s beautiful,” I speak softly. Although how I’m able to speak, I don’t know.
The feel of the cold tile under my feet has never been so welcome.
The sight of the plush towel folded neatly on the counter makes me itch to touch like nothing else ever has.
The sound of a running bath has never felt so soothing. And yet, I’m so aware that I’m only a prisoner in a gilded cage, and this moment outside of the cell may be my only chance of escape.
My body is tired from not eating much and having terrors wake me every time I sleep. But I still feel the need to fight.
Carter doesn’t respond to a thing I say, or to the next step I take into the bathroom, letting my fingers trail along the pale paisley pattern on the silver wallpaper. My gaze flows through the room easily but stops when I see the tub.
I can’t take my eyes away from the steam that billows around the edge of the clawfoot tub.
Leaning over the spotless porcelain, Carter’s back is to me with his muscular shoulders pulling his shirt tight, and I imagine how I could push him and run. I could shove him with every ounce of strength I have and run out of the room. I doubt I’d get far though, and I don’t know where I’d go.
Now I know his brothers stay here. They’re here somewhere.
No, I’m sure I wouldn’t get far.
“I want to feed you before I bathe you.” Carter’s statement cuts through the visions of me running until he adds, “Strip down and get into the tub while I get your dinner.”
The dead hope is resurrected; he’s leaving me. The thought makes me more anxious than anything.
As he leaves, Carter grips the door and adds, “I won’t be long.”
Left with only the heat and comfort of the running water, my heart beats once, then twice.
My eyes close and I whisper, “Don’t be stupid.” The aching inside, the desperate need to run, it’s all outweighed by the knowledge of what would come if I disobeyed.
Would I really deny myself a reckless chance of freedom for a warm bath? For food and his touch? Have I been so deprived that such small comforts would rate so highly?
My nails dig into my palms as I war with myself, and when my eyes open, all I see is myself in the mirror. My hair is tangled, although I’ve run my fingers through it daily. It’s oily and dirty, which is to be expected.
My face is thin. Much thinner than I remember. Lifting the thin cotton shirt above my head, I inspect my body, running my fingers over my sides and down to my waist. The cell is so dim; I didn’t see the bruises from when I was taken. The cuts around my wrists have left thin white scars, and the bruise on my ribs is an ugly shade of dark brown that’s faded to nearly nothing.
I hadn’t felt defeat until I was led from my cell, giving up the possibility to run only to see how damaged I’ve become.
The sound of the water striking against the surface harder brings my attention to the tub.
It’s nearly full. The steaming hot water and relaxing fragrance of lavender bath oils Carter poured in it, beg me to cave. To let go and stop fighting. To be good and do as I’m told. If only so I can rid myself of the sense of failure and remember who I am again.
And I still remember those words he spoke days ago. He made a deal and I’m to help him. There is more to this than I know. “Be smart,” I whisper to myself. I’m playing a game without knowing the rules. Without knowing the next phase. The little bit of hope and wonder push me forward toward temptation.
Turning the iron faucet, I realize it’s the first thing I’ve touched in weeks beyond the few items in the cell. Something as simple as turning a knob feels both foreign and nostalgic. I never want to go back to the cell. My chest feels hollow as I think, never, but I know that the choice isn’t mine.
It is, a small voice murmurs in the back of my head. The voice that takes advantage of my pain and promises so much hope in whispers of deceit.
Jasmine and lavender fill my lungs as I inhale the calming scents and quickly remove my shirt and shove my cotton pants down my legs. Although the clothes are new, they’re still dirty. Everything in that cell is dirty.
The fabric clings to my toes and I have to kick it off and toward the puddle of clothes. Just as I do, I hear the heavy footsteps of Carter coming back.
Fear keeps me from moving for only a moment, but then I quickly place a foot into the steaming water, hissing at the onslaught of heat and causing the water to splash around the tub. Water hits the floor as I move to step with my other foot into the hot bath, the heat becoming more and more welcoming as my body adjusts to it. With my back to the door, I hear Carter enter, but I ignore him, lowering myself into the tub filled with a warmth I so desperately needed. And hide myself from him.
“How does it feel?” Carter’s voice carries through the room with a powerful resonance.
Like heaven, I think as I turn slowly, careful not to splash the water, but also careful to stay under and somewhat hidden beyond the white bubbles on the surface.
I try to tell him that it feels wonderful and thank him when I finally meet his gaze, but I’m silenced by the intensity within. His eyes swirl with the danger of a man close to getting what he wants. An animalistic heat passes between us and I can only nod for fear of what my voice would sound like if I dared utter a word to him.
Thankfully, he tears his gaze from me and picks up a ceramic plate from the counter.
“You need to eat.” Carter’s command sounds more like a reminder to himself. And again, I merely nod.
I’ve had delicious food before. I’ve gorged myself on delicacies without thinking twice. It’s one of the only benefits of my upbringing. But the food Carter brought me makes my mouth water and my grip tighten on the tub to keep me from ripping the plate from his hands.
He must see my eagerness; he always smiles that devilish grin when he knows I’m eager. Bastard.
“Open,” he commands me and like a good girl, my lips part and I nearly moan when he slips me the small chunk of filet dipped in au jus with a dab of herbed butter smeared across the top. The meat melts in my mouth, the tastes singing on my lips. My eyes are still closed as I relish the food, thinking it’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten when Carter brushes another piece against my lips.
Instantly I open my lips for him, and his finger brushes against my tongue as he gives me a second piece and then another. My teeth scrape against his fingers and my eyes widen with worry that he thinks I did it on purpose, but he only feeds me more.
The fear and worry slip away, just as the time does with each slice of tender meat.
Blistered tomatoes and peppers along with roasted potatoes find themselves in the mix as Carter feeds me until my stomach is full and I can’t take another bite. It’s been so long since I haven’t felt hunger pains. It feels like forever since I’ve sunk into a deep tub, covered in hot water. I rest my head against the side of the tub and pretend like everything is alright. It’s only a small moment until the clinking of the ceramic plate on the tile floor disturbs me and brings me back to the present.
My body stiffens slightly, sloshing the water toward the edge of the tub away from Carter as he dips a washcloth into the tub.
His fingers brush against my skin and sinfully, I welcome the touch. It’s been so long, and I’ve been so lonely. I want more. I need more. I find myself wishing for him to take me like I know he wants to.
Has he really broken me so easily? Or is this something I should want the way I do? The questions bring a haze to my mind and a thrumming in my blood. The washcloth travels over my body, starting at my feet and working its way upward. My calves, my thighs and so close to between them.
I know he can hear my heavy breathing; he can see how I grip the edge of the tub. But he doesn’t touch me there. Instead, he tells me to wet my hair and takes his time massaging my scalp and lathering my hair. The scent of the chamomile shampoo overwhelms me, and I hum ever so slightly until I hear it and stop myself.
Everything feels so good.
“Back under, songbird,” he tells me in that velvety voice. The voice I don’t want to disobey, and so I don’t. I do as he says. With every command he gives me, I do exactly what he says.
He massages the washcloth over my shoulders and I whimper as he kneads the pain away. I hadn’t realized how much my body ached until he showed me so. A low groan of approval forces me to open my eyes and stare into his. But he’s not looking at my gaze. His eyes are focused on my hardened nipples, peeking up from the water.
The washcloth makes a splash as it hits the water and slowly sinks to the depths of the tub. Carter lets his fingers trail down my chest, plucking one of my nipples and then the other. It happens slowly, his fingers determined but also giving me a warning. His rough thumb circles them first before tugging on them and causing my head to fall back and my thighs to clench. Each tweak sends a sharp spike of need between my legs, and I nearly spread them for him. My clit pulses with need. I feel it so strongly I don’t think it would take much at all for me to cum for him. And I can’t find it in me at all to find any shame at that fact.
The dull desire that hasn’t faded, shoots through me and I welcome it.
Carter’s dark eyes find mine, but instead of reaching lower, his arm dips into the water next to me and he gathers the washcloth once again.
I’m reminded of his patience. How slowly he does everything. I don’t know if he finds pleasure in teasing me or if it’s simply that he doesn’t want this moment to end, but either way, I lean my head back as he continues bathing me, and I don’t object until his hand is right where I’ve secretly been wishing for it to be.
He brushes the washcloth against my throbbing clit and I gasp, moving away from the intense pleasure and making waves in the tub that splash over the edge. Fear and desire mix into a confusing potion that I drank long ago. And at this moment, I’d drink the bottle again, I’d suck it dry and lick the edge of the neck where the last beads of liquid would gather. That’s how badly I wish for him to do it again.
“Don’t let go, Aria. If you do, I’ll stop,” he warns me and my lungs still. My body’s on fire with need. I slowly lower myself back under the warm water, until my breasts are hidden again, and I hold Carter’s eyes as I slowly reach back up and grip on to the edge. My body’s still, so still as Carter’s gaze flickers between my pussy and my stare. I bite down on my bottom lip as he reaches between my legs again.
His movements have been steady and slow. Careful and considerate even. But as the washcloth falls into the water, brushing against my thigh and ass, and his fingers replace the cloth, his movements are nothing but savage.
He shoves his fingers inside of me. My back bows as the sudden spike in pleasure crashes through every inch of my body.
“Carter,” I whimper his name as he pushes his palm against my clit. I’ve never been touched like this. Air is torn from me and I can’t breathe or move or do anything but grip tighter and try to stay still as he finger fucks me harder and harder.
“Carter,” I cry out his name louder into the hot air and grip the edge of the tub as hard as I can. I can’t let go but my body is begging for me to run, to move, to both get closer to the intense pleasure and to leave it quickly.
I know when I do cum, it will split me into pieces and he’ll love how I shatter under his touch. It both terrifies me and thrills me.
I should be ashamed as I writhe in the water. I should be embarrassed as he hisses when my pussy clamps around his fingers and my orgasm tears through me, coming faster and harder than it ever has before.
My heart shouldn’t pound for more. My body shouldn’t ache for more. I shouldn’t sit up so quickly with the intention of gripping his wrist and pleading with him for more. The waves are still crashing through me as he turns around, grabbing the towel and ignoring how I’ve just come apart for him.
My fears cloud the desire; they dim the sensation of lust that ricochets through my blood, my breathing steadying.
But when he turns to face me, I know it’s alright. I know I did well to let him touch me. From the way he looks at me, it’s like he’s never wanted anything more in his life.





CHAPTER 74
Carter

She’s too good. Too fucking perfect.
And that’s how I’ll keep her so that each and every time I can ruin her. It’s a delicate balance, knowing what to offer her and when to take from her.
Tonight, I’ve given more than enough, and I’ll feel her break beneath me. I’ll feel her shatter under me as I take every bit of her that I want. And she’ll fucking love me for it.
The water falls around her in a patter onto the tile floor. She lets it drip down her back and sides. Even the thick towel I’m wrapping around her waist can’t hide her from me. I’ve felt every inch. Every curve is burned into my memory.
Her skin trembles beneath my fingertips as I brush them against her shoulders.
I take my time, letting each small touch catch her off guard. The gasps and sharp breaths only add to the thrill. My cock is harder than it’s ever been as I lead her to the bedroom and she clings to that towel as if she’ll be able to keep it.
Her small frame casts a shadow on the thick carpet, the moonlight shining through the drapes. I can practically hear her heart beating as she stares at the bed. My fingers slip over her silky skin and I let my lips fall to her shoulder, so I can whisper, “You don’t need this anymore.” My fingers slip between the plush towel and her soft skin. I half expect my songbird to object. To continue to pretend like she doesn’t want this.
But to my surprise and delight, she lets the towel fall and gently steadies her back against my chest when I take that small step forward, discarding the distance between us.
My fingers dip into her cunt, her hair tickling my fingers as I pet her still-swollen clit. I’m rewarded with her ass pushing against my cock, her back bowing, and a small moan that’s barely muffled.
“It’s my turn, Aria,” I say, and my voice nearly trembles at her name when I feel her thighs tighten around my fingers. “Are you ready again so soon?” I turn her around, her small breasts a beautiful flushed color and her bottom lip drops in surprise like she’s been caught.
“You’re eager to cum again and feel that sweet, sinful torture paralyze your body?” I take a half step forward, forcing her ass to bump against the bed.
“I bet I could make you cum just from sucking these,” I tell her and pull her pale petal pink nipples between my middle and pointer fingers. I tug on both at once. Her head lolls slightly, but those beautiful hazel eyes stay on mine as she moans.
“Sit.” I give her a simple command. And she obeys. I can’t describe the pride, the satisfaction from watching her so eagerly waiting for another command. “Good girl,” I add, the words slipping out easily, and my hand rests gently on her thigh. I move it upward until I grip her ass and toss her higher onto the bed.
“Show me your cunt.” Her cheeks blaze a bright red, even in the darkness, but letting her head fall back and staring at the ceiling, she parts her legs and then bends her knees, digging her heels into the comforter beneath her so I can see my prize.
“Look at me,” I tell her, surprised by my own irritation. Her eyes instantly find mine, widened slightly. “Watch me. I want you to know how I look at you. What I think of you. Do you understand me?” She doesn’t hesitate to nod. And glancing between her face and her spread pussy lips, I make sure she’s watching me intently.
My fingers trace along her lips, soft and wet with arousal. Goosebumps travel over her thighs and she shivers when I gently push on her swollen nub. Her back arches off the bed as my fingers slip over her entrance and then back up.
“Beautiful,” I say the one word, and that gorgeous blush in her chest creeps to her cheeks. I’m careless as I rip my shirt off on my way to the nightstand.
I have two sets of cuffs, but I’ll only use one pair tonight. Pulling the door open, I grab the set and grip her wrist to move it where I want it. Her inhalation of surprise is met with the sound of the cuffs tightening, one on her wrist and one on the bedpost. Outstretched, she struggles not to object.
I can tell by the way she readjusts herself that she knows what’s coming. I unbuckle my pants and she stills; they fall to the floor and my stiff cock juts out. I’ve never known how badly my cock could ache to be inside of a woman. Until now.
Gripping it and stroking once, precum already beads at the head.
My gorgeous Aria whimpers with need.
“Spread your legs for me.” Before I’m finished speaking the words, she’s already obeyed.
“I’ve waited so long for this,” I admit to her as I crawl up the bed and over her small frame. My hips fit between her thighs and my cock nestles in her pussy as I lower my lips to the crook of her neck.
I’ve agonized over how I’d fuck her the first time. Whether I’d make her ride me so she couldn’t deny how badly she wanted me. I wasn’t sure if I’d be slow and steady, making her scream for me to fuck her harder as she got closer to the edge of her orgasm.
But now that the time has come, I realize how selfish I am. How truly and deeply to the core selfish I am.
All I want to do is take what’s mine. To slam myself inside her to the hilt and fuck her like she’s my whore. Mine and mine alone.
And that’s exactly what I do. In one swift stroke, I ravage her. Her tight pussy is already hot and wet and eager for my cock. She takes all of me and screams out a sweet sound of utter rapture. With her free hand, her nails rake down my chest as her heel digs into my ass.
The need to keep still inside of her while she cums violently on my cock is overridden by the desire to piston my hips and rut between her legs. The sweet smell of her arousal and the sounds of our flesh smacking together repeatedly are everything I’ll need to justify what I’ve done.
She struggles under me, her shoulders digging into the mattress with each hard thrust. Every time I pound into her, she responds like she was made just for me. The tightening of her pussy, the strangled cries, and sweet tortured moans are better than I ever could have imagined.
Her nails dig into my shoulder as I keep a relentless pace. My balls draw up and my spine tingles with the desire to cum deep inside of her.
But I need more. Gritting my teeth, I fuck her harder and faster until a cold sweat breaks out on my skin.
She screams out again, but the scream is different this time. It’s pain. It’s reflected in her face too. My heart sinks in my chest until I see her wrist, being pulled against the metal cuff.
Fucking hell. I’m agitated and reckless as I climb over her, her arousal covering my dick as I dig in the nightstand for the key to unlock the fucking cuff.
It takes longer than I’d like and when it’s finally free, I don’t waste a second to grip her hips, then flip her over so she’s on her knees with her ass in the air. She yells out in surprise, but it’s silenced when I slam all of me back into her welcoming heat.
The sweet sounds filling the air are heaven. With every thrust, she cries out in pleasure.
I grip her ass with both of my hands, nearly cumming with her as she spasms on my cock. Her nails dig into the sheets and her thighs tremble with the ripple of her release.
I wanted her to beg for it. In the tub, in my bed. I wasn’t going to let her cum until she was begging for me to fuck her.
But the best-laid plans never do work out.
And as I thrust into her with an unrelenting pace, feeling her struggle to stay on her knees until she finally falls beneath me while I rut into her savagely and she screams out incoherently with pleasure, I realize I’d rather have her beg me to stop. I’d rather take every ounce of pleasure from her until she can’t take any more.
Until she’s limp and spent and can do nothing but hold on to the comforter beneath her as if it can save her from me.





CHAPTER 75
Aria

I’ve never felt so deliciously used and bared by someone so savagely.
My body aches as it has for weeks, but in a different way. In a way that makes me feel like my body will give in and collapse if I try to move. As I roll over in the bed, I can still feel him inside of me. Taking everything and pushing me over the edge, time and time again. The reminder sends a wanting desire through my blood.
He fucked me like he owned me.
Because he did.
He does still.
The thought makes my eyes pop wide open. My gaze travels slowly over the brightly lit room with gray walls and a tray ceiling painted even darker. The room has a sense of power to it. It’s bold and dangerous even. Sharp and modern furniture and not a thing out of place.
Except for me.
My body is still, knowing I’m in Carter’s room.
Not in the cell; a breath leaves me slowly, as quietly as I can allow it. I never want to go back there.
I don’t hear anything. Not a sound. Another moment passes, and slowly I will myself to reach behind me, searching for Carter’s presence, any sign that he’s sleeping next to me.
I find nothing but the chill of empty sheets.
It takes me longer than I’d like to admit to have the strength and will to turn over, still pretending that I’m sleeping. But after moments of sensing no one else in the room, I take a chance to look around and find the room empty and the bedroom door open.
I take in his bedroom as slowly as I did the other side and wait for a sign that Carter’s here. But there’s no trace of him.
A pile of vibrant clothes, at odds with the bright white comforter, catches my attention.
Daring to sit up and wincing from the dull ache between my legs, I cautiously pick them up and find a silk robe and negligee that I would never wear.
It’s scandalous and for the body of a model. It makes no sense that my initial thought is that he’s going to be disappointed with me. That I could never do this delicate combination of lace and silk justice. Other than to justify it with the thought that if I disappoint him, he’ll send me back. And I never want to go in that cell again. Never.
I don’t even realize I’m clutching the fabric to my chest until Carter’s voice pierces through the threatening thoughts.
“What’s wrong?” he asks as he enters the room.
My head shakes of its own accord, making my hair tickle my bare shoulders as I do and reminding me that I’m naked.
I should have searched through his things. I should have tried to escape. A bulleted list of all the ways I’ve disappointed myself weighs heavily on my chest as I watch him pull one drawer open and then the next until he sets a pair of metal handcuffs down on the dresser.
His casual stance is a façade; power still radiates around him. Carter stalks toward me.

I’M ONLY MOVING from the cell where I could deny him, to his bed where I’ll be his whore.
“If you don’t like it, there are more.” Carter’s tone is dismissive at best and I don’t know what he’s referring to until he nods at the ball of clothes in my hand.
I let the fine fabrics fall onto the comforter, not knowing how to answer. I’m on pins and needles as I sit here trying to decide what I need to do to keep myself safe and in the best possible position to gain my freedom back.
“I like you nervous.” Carter’s voice draws my eyes back to him. He looks more casual today than I’ve ever seen him. It’s not the clothes he wears, but his posture and the way he stalks toward me. Stopping at the edge of the bed, I get a strong whiff of his scent and I hate how much I love it. Even more so I hate how my thighs clench and the twinkle of a grin threatens to pull at his lips when I whimper.
“I enjoyed you last night,” Carter’s voice rumbles in a way that ignites my nerve endings on fire. Reaching out to cup my chin in his hand, he stares at my lips, running his thumb along the bottom one.
And something shifts inside of me. This is a man with so much power and control, someone who could destroy me and in many ways has already. Yet all I want in this moment is for him to kiss me. He hasn’t yet, and deep inside a part of me needs it.
But his thumb stops the soothing motions and his expression falls as he speaks, although it’s worded as a question. “You haven’t eaten?”
“I only just woke up.” The words come out like an excuse with a plea coating them. The weak sound on my lips disgusts me. I was stronger in the cell. I breathe in harsher, knowing I’d bite back a quip if only my ass was on the thin mattress in the dark cell in this moment.
But I don’t want to go back. I’m ashamed to know it so clearly and to hold onto that truth like I’ll die if it slips from me. In an effort to diminish my hate of that pathetic fact, I remind myself that are far more chances of escape out here.
And there is nothing but agony in that cell. The ache of loneliness and starvation and sleepless nights filled with past pains.
I refuse to go back.
Carter’s touch falls as he turns away from me, back to the dresser. “There’s breakfast in the kitchen. If you see anyone, ignore them and they’ll ignore you. Understood?” He tosses the cuffs inside a drawer and searches for something else.
I nod once when he glances over his shoulder, although inside I’m reeling. All I can think is that there may be someone here to save me. Someone to show mercy. Maybe Jase? Or else I can run.
“Verbal responses, little songbird,” he says casually as if he’s telling me what the weather is. The drawer shuts tight with finality and I find myself nodding my head again as I answer him, “Yes,” with my eyes fixated on the metal peeking through his clenched hand.
“And you’ll wear this,” he tells me as he holds up a thin chain. Every inch or so there’s a small pearl, alternated with diamonds. It’s long, so long it would fall to nearly my belly button and as I take it in I see the diamonds grow larger as you near the end. There, in the center, is a large tear-shaped diamond.
But all that sparkles is only sin disguised in beauty.
“A collar?” My heart beats like a war drum inside my chest. He must hear the defeat on my tongue.
“You can’t collar a songbird, Aria, but you can tether one or cage it. The choice is yours.”
  

“EITHER THE CELL OR THE NECKLACE?” I ask him to clarify, and just the idea that I can save myself from going back there has my hand reaching for the necklace.
Carter nods once, and my eyes are brought back to his.
“Turn around,” he orders me, the fire flickering in his eyes. Steadying my breathing, I turn my back to him and feel the sweet sensation of a shiver run down both my front and back as he moves my hair to the side. My nipples harden as the cool diamonds and pearls fall down my chest and over the crook of my shoulders and neck. Carter lets his hands trail to my breasts once he’s done, his hot breath tickling the shell of my ear as he whispers, “Beautiful.”
But just as quickly as he’s shown me gentleness, he leaves me, his absence intensifying the coldness of the air. And I’m left naked on my knees in his bed. Wearing a collar and making decisions based on fear.
Thoughts of my father and Nikolai return. Shame accompanies the image of their disapproval and disgust. As much as I’d like to lie, I loved what Carter did to me last night and I’d let him do it again.
“Why are you doing this to me?” The words are torn from the other side of me. The side I want to hide and tell to be quiet.
Walking back to the dresser, I think Carter’s ignored me until he answers, “Because I can,” he answers in a tone not to be questioned or defied. “A man asked me what I wanted, and I could buy anything I want, yet I saw your picture and knew I could never have you.” He turns to face me, leaning against the dresser and waiting for my response.
I remember the words I’ve held so dearly that he spoke days ago. The words that gave me hope. How I would help him and he would give me everything. I wonder if it’s a lie, or if what he’s telling me now has anything to do with that deal he shouldn’t have made.
“And now that you’ve…” I trail off, then swallow my words.
“I don’t have you, Aria. Not yet. But when I do, you’ll be begging me to stay.” What strikes the most fear in my heart is how utterly and completely I believe him.
Walking toward me, I can see something begging to escape from his lips. Something that’s maybe a secret, maybe not. But he merely runs his fingers along my lips again and tells me he’ll find me when he’s ready for me again before leaving me and keeping the bedroom door open.
When something is hard to the touch and so sharp it would draw blood, you have to always be careful. It’s the gentleness of it that will break you. You can’t ever let your guard down.
If you’re smart, you avoid it and if you have to be around it, you stay away from the parts that hurt. But those aren’t the parts that destroy. It’s the parts that you begin to crave, the parts you don’t want to resist that bring you to your knees. They make you forget or maybe they make you think the sharpness won’t cut you, as if you’re somehow immune or no longer prey to it.
Even knowing so, I fall helpless to the way he cups my chin like that. And I sit there for far too long with my fingertips lingering where I can still feel him.
   
I CAN’T BREATHE AS I wake up. The cold sweat that covers my skin makes me shake, as does my racing heart. The room is dark, and I can’t see for a moment, but the hands gripping my shoulders and holding me down aren’t the ones in my nightmare.
It’s not Stephan, I try to think logically as I hear Carter’s voice yelling at me to wake up.
My chest heaves as the light filters into my vision and I see him. The anger in his tone is absent from his pained expression.
My shoulders hunch forward as I try to calm down. It was just a night terror. I can’t control them. I can’t stop them.
“Please don’t send me back,” I barely push out and it causes Carter’s fingers to dig deeper into my shoulders before he releases me. Stalking to a chair on the far side of the bedroom, he sits with his body leaning forward, his dark eyes staring at me through the dark room.
My skin tingles with a numbing fear. I can’t go back to the cell. Tears leak from my eyes at the thought that one fear of mine, a man who destroyed my world and threatened to do more, would keep me from being safe from yet another, the cell.
“Please,” I plead weakly and before the word is completely spoken, Carter commands me, “Come here.”
Although my body feels weak, I force my limbs to move quickly as they fight with his sheets. I practically fall to the ground and quickly crawl to him, the rug brushing against my knees.
In nothing but a pair of silk pajama pants, his abs ripple in the faint moonlight. His body looks like it was carved in marble. Even with the fear still strongly present, I can feel the itch of my fingers to run down the carved lines of his muscles. If nothing else, he’s a beautiful distraction. He can use me, fuck me into a deep sleep. And I would beg for it in this moment.
I’d beg him to use me and take away everything else.
I slow my pace as I get closer to him, the necklace nearly dragging on the ground. Its presence makes my nakedness very much at the forefront of my mind. His knees are parted, and I settle in between them. In the darkness and with that look in his eye, he radiates power as I kneel at his feet.
Slowly, I reach my hands up to his thighs in the silence. He hasn’t said a word, but I’m sure I have to please him. I can’t go back to the cell. Not over this.
My fingers slip between the silk fabric and his hot skin at the deep V on his hips.
My actions are cut short and my heart lurches when Carter’s strong fingers grab my wrist and yank my hand away. I can barely breathe as the intensity in his gaze ignites.
The silence stretches as he stares at me and I feel helpless, not knowing what he wants.
“Get on all fours,” he commands me, barely loosening his grip so I can quickly obey him. My heart thumps so hard it’s all I can hear.
“Face on the floor,” he tells me, and I do as he says, keeping my ass in the air. “Palms up and at your knees,” Carter tells me and again I do as he says, but he repositions them. All the weight of my body is on my shoulders and neck as I lay my head on the floor and my arms stay behind me, not useful in balancing or aiding me in any way. I’m completely bared to him and at his mercy.
A moment passes and then another as Carter paces around me. I try to swallow, but I can’t. The fear of him finding me less than pleasing makes my knees tremble, and he only responds by moving my legs farther apart. The moment I close my eyes, his deep and rough voice commands me to open them and look at him. Towering over me, I have no idea what my dark knight thinks of me or what he plans to do to me.
“Tell me what you were dreaming of,” he finally says, and I answer him, the rug rubbing against my cheek and my breath feels hot against my face.
“I don’t remember,” I tell him and although it’s true, I know what the terrors consist of.
“It wasn’t important to you? Not important enough to remember?” he asks as he crouches behind me. I can’t see him, but I can feel him. I can always feel Carter’s unyielding presence.
“No,” I shake my head against the ground and answer him how I think he wants me to. “It’s not important and I’m sorry,” I tell him, and the silence stretches.
My body jolts forward as his hand brushes against my ass. The rough pad of his thumb follows down to my pussy, gently trailing along my clit and then back up. He grips my ass cheek in a bruising manner and my eyes shut tight as I prepare for more.
Whack! His hand slaps against my ass and forces a cry from my lips. I sink my teeth into my lip and take another. The sharp stinging pain is accompanied by his hand sliding up my front, so he can roll my left nipple between his fingers. The combination of pain and pleasure is directly linked to my clit. My body rocks to the side, unable to stay still as he pulls my now hardened peak.
He instantly releases me to push down on my upper back between my shoulder blades, and he spanks the same spot on my ass again. Biting down on my lip, changes the cry to a muffled whimper and the pain that shoots up my body ignites every nerve ending in my body, heating my core and stealing my breath.
Panting against the rug, I wait for more. I can feel my pussy clench around nothing, praying for pleasure to take the pain away. His splayed hand on my back travels along my spine, leaving a trail of goosebumps. I can feel his breath against my ass before he bites down, making my mouth form an O with both surprise and something else. The pain is nothing like what I expect and my body trembles with delight at the thought of more.
Quickly, he pulls away and another sharp smack meets my heated skin, this one sending tears to my eyes. The pain and intensity have gathered into a ball in the pit of my stomach and I don’t know that I can take anymore.
“Please,” I whisper, but I don’t know what I’m asking for.
“Why am I punishing you, Aria?” His deep voice is a soothing balm to my broken cries.
“Because I woke you,” I answer him as I feel his hips brush against the backs of my thighs. He settles behind me and lowers his lips to my shoulder. He plants a small kiss on my shoulder as the head of his cock gently presses into my entrance. It’s only a tease and I find myself rocking backward, praying he’ll fuck me and take the pain away.
His hot breath tickles the crook of my neck as he whispers, “Because you lied to me.”
I can’t respond because he immediately slams inside of me and fucks me exactly how I wanted him to.





CHAPTER 76
Carter

“There are five wings in the estate. And each has their own lock.” I glance down at Aria, listening to her bare feet pad on the marble tile as we enter the foyer. The double-doored entrance is only feet away and I know she’s resisting the urge to look at it.
“There are locks everywhere, inside and out.” She chances a peek at me and stills when she meets my gaze. “I often invite those who I don’t consider friends here and sometimes I don’t want them to leave.”
She’s silent as she considers what I’ve said. Nervousness trickles down her body. It’s in the way she swallows, the way she holds her hands in front of her. The way she almost trips over her own feet. And I love her nervousness.
“The front door, for instance.” I motion toward it and she turns stiffly as if she wasn’t dying to look at it. “That box there, to the right of it. You need a code to open it, from either inside or out.”
“I thought you said it was one or the other.” Her soft voice is questioning. Her hazel eyes peer up at me as if I’ve wronged her. As if I’ve hurt her. “You said a bird can be tethered or caged, not both.”
A smile tickles my lips as I reply, “Haven’t you learned that all you need to do is ask?”
Her lips turn down into a frown, but she stays quiet. She knows she’s caged. Wherever she goes, she will go with me, caged and protected just the same.
“I’m a prisoner,” she says as her voice cracks, and she looks longingly at the front doors. The architecture foreboding in a way that seems to forbid a guest from leaving.
“You were before in your father’s home.” My voice is deep and echoes in the foyer. Her eyes reach up to mine in shock as I continue, “Afraid to leave. Afraid to do anything without permission.”
“I wasn’t afraid,” she whispers, and I know she’s well aware of the lie she’s spoken.
“You let fear rule you. Don’t lie to me.” Unease trickles through me. The realization of what she truly fears could change everything.
“How do you know what I did and didn’t do?” she asks weakly, denying the truth and deflecting her attention to something else.
Since she lied to me, I present a lie to her in return. “When you were offered to me, I did my research. I have friends in your father’s army of men. Eyes and ears who offer information for a certain price. I know you spent almost all of your time alone in your room. Maybe that’s why it took so long for you to obey me. You’re used to cells.”
Her mouth parts, no doubt with a rebuttal, but wisely she slams it shut before a word is spoken.
Time passes as we move on. Both of us quiet. Both of us in our own world of denial.
“Your things can be moved to my office, den, or the bedroom. The drawing pad and whatever else you want,” I offer her but still, she’s quiet. Her fingers fidget with one another throughout the tour of the two wings she’s allowed to enter. She doesn’t seem to look at anything or notice anything at all unless we pass a window, which, as I pointed out, have locks on them as well.
“Why are there five wings?” she asks me as I lead her to the grand kitchen. She still hasn’t eaten and she needs to. There’s no reason for her not to and the threat of sending her back to the cell if she doesn’t, is so close to being spoken to life. I’d rather save it for something else, something more meaningful. But my little bird needs to eat.
“I had four brothers and decided they should each have their own wing,” I tell her and step into the kitchen. The garden is just beyond the back wall, lined with black glass from floor to ceiling. The floors are a dark walnut and polished so smoothly I can see our reflection in them.
Her eyes move across the sleek, modern kitchen, from the high-end cabinets to the white granite countertops. Everything is done in white. It’s clean and modern and balances the black glass perfectly.
I anticipate her saying many things, but not the next words that spill from her lips.
“I’m sorry.”
My forehead pinches with a deep crease. “For what?” I question.
“You said you had four brothers. I take it that one or more have passed?” She turns to face me and her hip brushes one of the stools to the island. I can tell she’s not sure if she should sit or not, and I leave her wondering. Just like I leave the pangs of regret and sadness to settle in my gut. Instead, I focus on how discerning Aria is. She’s a deadly combination of beautiful and perceptive. I need to remember that.
“Carter,” Jase calls out from behind me and when I turn his steps slow. His eyes drift from where I am, almost blocking Aria from view, and then to her.
“I didn’t realize you were busy,” he says to me although his eyes travel down Aria’s body. Even with her robe tied tightly with the sash and covering her décolletage, she looks like she was made to tempt.
“What is it?” I ask him and again he looks at her. From my periphery, I watch her glance at the floor and those fingers of hers continue making tight knots around one another.
Gripping the back of her neck, just slightly, she stops her fidgeting.
They both want to know what she is to me. I can see it written on their faces as much as I can feel the tension in the air.
It doesn’t matter what she is, so long as they all know she’s mine.
Even more, I know Jase is questioning the way I hold her at this moment and why she’s out of the cell. Maybe he’s wondering how long I’ll keep her out here. Or how long I’ll keep her period.
I make soothing strokes with my thumb along the back of her neck as Jase tells me something about a car. I don’t know what the fuck he’s talking about. I don’t give a damn either. I assume it’s some update about the supply, but he doesn’t want to speak openly in front of Aria.
My little songbird relaxes under my touch, peeking up at me every so often. I know she’s wondering what he thinks of her.
“Aria,” I say her name in the middle of whatever Jase was saying and he falls silent. “I’d like you to step outside, so I can talk to Jase.” All I can hear is her breathing in this moment. The fear, the hope, the surprise of her surroundings. My poor Aria knows so little. But she’ll learn.
She quickly nods but she doesn’t move until my hand slips down her back, leaving a trail along the silk. Jase stays by the island, his hands in his pockets as I lead her to the door. It’s black glass as well and blends into the wall, only opening when a verified print is pressed against the biometric security panel. Aria watches intently, but she wouldn’t be able to open it if she tried and with fifteen-foot walls around the garden and a guarded fence around the estate, she won’t be able to run.
I can see it on her face when the realization registers with her.
“And when I’m done with this conversation, it’s back to the bedroom.” I lean in closer to her and whisper in her ear, “I’m going to fuck you until I’ve had my fill.”
The sound of Jase’s footsteps lets me know he’s coming as I watch Aria walk into the garden, letting the sun hit her face as if it’s the first time she’s ever experienced it.
“I have Jared on the lookout at the club. We’ll have a list of the heavy buyers of S2L by the end of the week.”
“Perfect,” I answer him although I watch Aria walking deeper into the garden to lie on a patch of grass. “Anything else?”
“Talvery knows we have her.”
A smile pulls my lips up. “It took him long enough. One of Romano’s men leaked it?”
I turn to Jase, who’s watching Aria as he nods. “It couldn’t stay secret forever.” He turns to look at me before adding, “He’ll come for her.”
“He’ll want to,” I correct him. “But which of his men would be willing to come here and die for her?”
“She speaks highly of Nikolai,” Jase offers, and I can see the hint of a smile on his face. Aria’s first week in the cell gave me plenty of information as she talked out loud to nothing but brick walls, begging for help and companionship. Nikolai’s name slipped from her lips nearly every single fucking day.
“Let him come. He can be the first of them to die.”





CHAPTER 77
Aria

The smell of coffee is what wakes me, and without thinking I roll over in the large bed, stretching before I’m even fully awake. The soothing ache of my muscles is comforting, as is the gentle fragrance of clean linens and the hint of a masculine scent that makes my core both ache and heat.
And then I remember.
It’s always like this.
I’ve been out of the cell for three days, and yet when I wake up in Carter’s bed, it takes me a moment to remember. Maybe I don’t want to admit that it’s real. Maybe a part of my subconscious is far away from here. But each morning I have to remember.
Slowly, I calm my beating heart and wait for a noise, any sign that he’s here. He’s a sinful addiction, creeping into my blood and fueling the lust and fire for the forbidden. I crave him, his acceptance, his dominance, and yet I’m so aware that’s all wrong. That small voice that whispers there must be a way out of here is getting quieter by the day. That’s what scares me the most.
Three mornings I’ve woken up in Carter’s bed, and just like the last two, he’s not here.
Not physically, but he’s watching. I learned the hard way yesterday, only the second day of being out of the cell. I thought I couldn’t waste another day, listening and obeying. I had to try to find a way out of here. The memory forces my gaze to the dresser.
I was snooping. How could I not? He wasn’t here, and I still have no way out of his grasp. No one comes in and no one goes out. The place is a fortress and I its prisoner.
And so, drawer after drawer, I slipped them open, hoping to find something. I’m not sure what. A gun or a weapon.
I’m not sure he’d listen to me if I made demands and held him at gunpoint, or that I’d be successful in rushing him or forcing him to let me go. Somehow, I find it hard to believe, but still, I had to try.
My eyes close and my body tenses, remembering his deep voice and how it shook me to the core. The drawer slammed shut as I screamed out and dared to look over my shoulder at Carter leaning against the doorframe.
“Kneel.” The one word I’ve refused over and over from Carter brought me to my knees. My words tripped over one another as I tried to apologize or hide what I was doing.
But I’ve always been a terrible liar and he knew better.
“Open your mouth.” Hearing him give me the command made my pussy hot and clench with desire. He throat fucked me. A punishment, I suppose, but it’s not what it was for me.
With my fingers digging into my thighs, my eyes burning, and my breath cut from me, he shoved himself down my throat. And I was nothing but wet for him.
The fear was still present. It’s always present. The knowledge that when he was done using me, he could send me back to the cell kept that fear very much alive.
He wasn’t done with me when he pulled away and allowed me to breathe again. As I heaved for air, he forced me to all fours. Shamefully, my face turned hot as it hit the rug and he slammed inside of me. My back tried to arch as I moaned a ragged, strangled sound of pleasure.
I came nearly instantly, and Carter stilled deep inside of me. Gripping the hair at the base of my skull, he forced me to arch my back and whispered in my ear, “You fucking love what I do to you.” And I couldn’t deny it.
I fucking loved it. But it was a punishment and I was reminded of that and what I’d done before he left me panting and sated on the floor.
“Next time it will be the cell.” His words ring clear in my head as I glance at all the drawers I have yet to open.
I may love the way he fucks me, but that doesn’t change much. I don’t fight the urges anymore. I want them, and they help me to survive, but it doesn’t make me any less ashamed, because I know very well I’m a prisoner here and Carter can do with me as he wishes.
Although I crave my freedom, that doesn’t mean I don’t have desires in my captivity.
The one thing I always notice is what Carter doesn’t do.
He never kisses me. Never once. And he doesn’t talk to me the same way when there are people around. I’ve met two of his brothers and each time I anticipated being tossed aside or demeaned. But each time, Carter’s talked to me as if I’m a friend, maybe. Or a business acquaintance. As do his brothers, although their words are few.
When we’re alone, it’s different. There’s a comfort in his voice I didn’t expect that’s only replaced by a heavy cadence of desire when he gives me a command.
The combination of all of this is a whirlwind of chaos in my mind.
But one fact remains the same: Another day survived is another day I’m Carter’s whore.
My bare feet sink into the rug beneath the bed as I slink off of it and walk toward the cup of coffee on the dresser. It’s still hot to the touch.
A million thoughts bombard me every waking moment. Why is he doing this is the one that’s a constant. Carter’s a man of intentions. Calculated and manipulative.
Lifting the hot cup of coffee to my lips, I blow across the top and feel the heat caress my face.
He could have slipped something into the cup. He could have left it on the dresser intentionally to remind me of yesterday. My feet are planted right where I was when he punished me.
I go over every possible reason he could have had for putting a cup of a coffee within sight and leaving it for me. It’s flavored with enough cream and sugar that the bitter coffee flavor is less evident. Yesterday I made a cup for myself, my first cup of coffee since I’ve been here. And he must have watched.
Maybe that was the reason he left this here; he wanted me to know he was watching. Maybe he just wanted me to wake up.
Swallowing the sweetened drug, I decide it doesn’t matter. I could wonder all I want, but I’ll never know.
The only thing that matters is that if I didn’t drink it, he would know, and I imagine he would be disappointed. Which is something I don’t want to risk happening after yesterday.
I’m determined to be cautious and smart with every decision.
To not go back to the cell, but also to help Carter. I haven’t forgotten his deal. He said I would help him and then he’d give me everything. I’m waiting, staying in his good graces. But something is going to change. I can feel it in my bones. All I have to do is obey and wait for the time to strike. Either for his plan to come to fruition or for another opportunity to make its presence known so I can escape and go back to the safety of my father’s home.
Before I even realize it, the ceramic mug is empty in my hands and I leave it on the dresser to change into the clothes he left for me on the end of the bed.
Another routine of his. It’s the routines that give me comfort. Knowing what to expect, and how to react. That’s something that doesn’t frighten me, if nothing else.
The fabric is thicker today. Nothing sheer or delicate. I have to grip the shoulders of it and hold it at arm’s length to discover it’s a black cotton wraparound dress. It’s beautiful and as I slip it on, the soft fabric tickling just above my knee where it stops, I start to feel beautiful myself.
The necklace, the dress. They’re classically elegant and hug my curves. I’m tempted to brush my hair and use some of the toiletries Jase bought for me.
More than anything, I want to draw the image of the woman I used to be onto the new canvases I was given last night. A blank page begs to be covered in ink, and I feel and look so different now. Maybe not so much on the surface, but everything I think and feel is no longer a semblance of what once was.
But first, I dress how he wants me to, I’ll seek him out, and then I’ll bide my time hiding in the art where I can remember what used to be and hold on to the last piece of the girl I used to know.
I know I’m only playing into Carter’s hand as I thread my fingers through my locks and make a braid, placing it over my shoulder and then reach for the cosmetic bag. I don’t recognize myself.
But the woman in the mirror is lovely. The kind of lovely that fills other women with envy, but as I drop the mascara onto the counter, I know that no one would envy me and all I am is a pretty fuck doll for Carter.
For now. It’s what I have to be. Or at least that’s what I tell myself. I try to dignify it by convincing myself that I have to in order to survive. But I can’t deny the thought of him commanding me to spread my legs for him sends a wave of heat and want to my core.
Stepping out of the bedroom makes me nervous. It doesn’t make much sense to feel safe at all here, but there is a hint of safety in knowing that only Carter will come into his bedroom. I know what to expect. Outside of the confines of those walls are things I have yet to explore.
I know where the den is, and I spent a good bit of time there yesterday. Photographs upon photographs and beautiful art lined every inch of wall in the den. It was easy to lose myself, and take in each one, imagining I had somehow slipped away and fallen into the art, away from here.
Someone in here has a fondness for old trucks. Nearly ten photographs had trucks in them, rusted and worn down, the hoods covered in snow or blue flowers peeking out from under the tires. I’ve never felt so strongly that old trucks are beautiful until I felt the emotion from the photographs. Maybe I’ll draw that instead. Or both. I have plenty of time for both.
I know where the kitchen is from Carter’s bedroom too.
And I’ve ventured there on my own once, but the other times Carter’s brought me there.
Yesterday he made me kneel in the kitchen. The way he said it reminded me of the punishment in his bedroom, and I quickly fell to the ground to obey.
The cold floors were smooth and unforgiving against my legs, but I stayed still and at his feet as he fed me bits of his meals. I think he truly enjoys doing it. Having me on my knees beside him and at his mercy. And I have to admit, I didn’t hate it, at least not until someone came into the kitchen.
I could hear whoever it was walking in, but they didn’t say a word. I remember how I stilled, how I didn’t know what to do.
Carter continued to place the chunks of salmon between my lips. And within seconds, whoever had entered, left.
From what I know, there are four men living here. The only other one who’s talked to me outside of Carter is Jase. But I imagine it’s only when Carter permits it. And I have a mental note in the back of my head to befriend him. The more ammunition I have, the better.
But I’ll be careful. I’ll be smart. And for now, that means obeying.
I’m nearly to the right threshold of the grand kitchen when I see Carter leaning against the counter, an iPad in his hand and his attention focused on it.
I can’t help the way I freeze. As if I could somehow blend into the rich hall and vanish before he could see me.
Even if his touch lights every nerve ending of mine on fire, I still fear Carter. That will never change. Letting out a shaky breath is my downfall; Carter peeks up from his task and sees me. His gaze is lethal as he takes in my appearance.
Slowly. Ever so slowly.
Every inch of skin where his gaze lingers is instantly set ablaze.
“Come.” It’s the only word I’m given. A command not to be denied, and that rapid hammering in my chest intensifies. One step after another.
My life has become a series of careful steps.
Before I’ve even come fully into the kitchen, he commands me to kneel and I hesitate. His voice is different. The reverence and desire are absent. Something’s wrong and immediately I feel defensive. My hands feel clammy as I wonder what’s changed. I nearly swear to him that I haven’t done anything wrong.
I’ve only ever kneeled at his feet, but the power in his voice makes my knees weak and I drop to the floor where I am, feet away from him in the hall, although I’m afraid he wanted me next to him. Fear. Fear commands these so carefully taken steps.
A moment passes and then another before he glances my way, through the doorway to the kitchen. “Here, songbird. Come kneel here.” There’s an edge of annoyance in his voice and I nearly cry. It’s ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous that his reprimand would upset me to that extent, but as I crawl the last few feet to sit beside him in a kneeling position, my body nearly buckles, and I realize why this morning Carter seems different. Harder and less interested.
“You have her trained well.” The man’s voice sparks anger in my blood. It mixes with the fear, confusing me and I have a difficult time managing my expression, my movements. Everything in me is screaming to look at Romano, to stare into his cold dark eyes and tell him to go fuck himself.
“There’s still plenty for her to learn,” Carter speaks absently, swiping the screen of the iPad and focusing his attention on it. He doesn’t touch me. Not like he does around his brothers.
My head hangs low, so low it nearly hurts my neck, but I don’t want Romano to see my face. I have to bite the inside of my cheek so hard that it bleeds to keep from speaking up.
Be smart, I remind myself although it doesn’t soothe a damn thing I’m feeling.
“How’s--”
Carter cuts Romano off and states, “I’m happy with it. Let’s move forward.”
With his simple words, Carter leaves my side to walk the few feet across the kitchen, passing the iPad back to Romano and I chance a peek up. In his crisp dress shirt and dark gray slacks, Carter’s expensive, dominating appearance is at odds with Romano’s mien. His shirt hangs baggy in the front, not tailored to be fitted, I’d suspect because of his weight.
“When does it begin?” Carter asks with his back to Romano as he stalks toward me. He catches my stare and holds it until he reaches me, forcing me to pull my chin up so I don’t break his gaze.
He only looks away when his hand reaches my hair and he cups the back of my head. The satisfaction and thrill of having him hold me so gently and possessively are undeniably fucked up. But still, I nearly smile.
The more comfortable I get, the more I grow to crave his small touches and the warmth of his body.
It’s not supposed to be this way, but I can feel myself slipping into this new reality.
“Next week,” Romano answers him and I can practically hear his grin. “We’ll start taking them out all at once. As many as we can.”
Adrenaline pumps in my veins, remembering the conversation from weeks ago. He’s going to kill my father’s men and all I can think about is Nikolai, my first kiss and only true friend in this world. My family and everyone I grew up with.
I know, and yet I can do nothing. The air around me is suffocating as I sit there silently, remembering how easily some of them have killed before, how I’ve wished that those men would die so many times. But not all of them. Not my family. Not Nikolai.
Inside I scream at myself to beg for answers, to beg for mercy. But on the surface I stay calm and wait for Romano to leave. There has to be a way for me to spare some of the people I love. The only people I love. The only family I have.
Please, show mercy. I nearly whisper the words as Carter leaves me yet again, walking Romano to the door and leaving me lonely and pathetic on the floor of the kitchen.
I don’t make a sound. I stay silent.
But I will beg. I will fight. I will do anything. I won’t let them kill my family.
There has to be a way.
If he cares anything for me, he’ll show mercy. My gaze drops to the shadows of the two of them in the hall. The saddest part of the last thought is that I already know he won’t show mercy. I’m only his whore.





CHAPTER 78
Carter

The fire crackles. I’ve always found comfort in the soothing sound. My songbird’s humming is the only thing that’s come close and whether or not she knows it, she’s been humming every so often since I left her in the den.
Gripping the back of the tufted sofa, I watch the glow of the fire play across her face. The shadows only make her look more beautiful. Even though she’s drawing near the hearth, she hasn’t turned on the lights. The sun set hours ago, taking the daylight that filled this room with it. But she’s stayed by the fire, consumed with her art.
“Aria.” I attempt to keep my voice calm and gentle, so I don’t startle her. But I achieve the opposite and the black charcoal in her hand leaves a mar across the center of the piece she’s drawing. Surprise and fear are evident from her parted lips but she shifts her expression quickly, leaving her pad and the charcoal on the hearth to kneel for me.
She doesn’t address me any other way, simply waiting for a command. Her submission is beautiful, but there’s a twisting in my gut. She’s faking it. It’s only because of yesterday. She’s only being good because I caught her searching through my room. She doesn’t fool me.
“You did well this morning,” I compliment her as I round the large sofa. Her eyes watch me; they watch every movement I make.
As much as I see her, I know she sees me. It’s one of the things that’s pulling me to her every second of every day.
I don’t want to miss the little hints of honesty that she can’t hide from me.
“I don’t like that man,” she says under her breath, daring to raise her eyes to me. “Romano.” A grin pulls at my lips. “I couldn’t tell,” I say, toying with her.
She did perfectly. Submitting to me and showing him how I have her under my thumb. That I’ve gained control of her, even when she couldn’t contain her contempt for him.
She’s helping me set him up for his own demise, and she doesn’t even know it.
“Can I tell you a secret?” I ask her as I sink into the sofa, relaxing against it as she nods once and then whispers, “Yes.”
“Come here.” I pat the seat next to me and watch her debate on whether she should crawl or stand to get here. Glancing at her right hand, covered in charcoal, she chooses to stand and reach for the towel on the coffee table. She’s deliberate in her motions as she quickly cleans her hands and then walks quietly to sit beside me. Only the crackling of the fire occupies the silence.
As she sits, I slip my arm around her waist, pulling her closer, lowering my lips to her ear then nipping her lobe before moving to her neck.
When I’m touching her, she knows exactly how to behave. She loses that constant inner questioning and gives herself to me completely. Letting her breathing quicken and her head fall to the side. She can’t hide from me when my hands are on her.
It’s a heady feeling I’ve grown addicted to.
I imagine she doesn’t realize how often she touches me. Like now, how she reaches out to my shoulder as I rake my teeth up and down her neck.
Nipping her ear once more and feeling the thrill of her ragged moans deep in my chest, I whisper to her, “I want the man dead.”
Her lashes flutter open and as they do, Jase enters the doorway. He hesitates and nearly turns around, but I gesture for him to enter. Time and time again, she seizes up when another person is added to the equation. She forgets how to react and becomes a lost little bird with a broken wing. Stiff in my embrace, she struggles to know where to look as Jase enters.
Slowly she pulls her legs up onto the sofa and bows her head. I know Jase is watching me, but I can’t take my eyes away from her.
“You’re mine,” I tell her in a voice that commands her to look back at me. “You will hold your head up high.” Her eyes widen slightly and then follow my fingers as I trace them from her collar down the center of her chest. “How else will they see this?” My pointer intertwines with the necklace and she nods in understanding.
I can feel her heart racing just beyond my touch, but I let the necklace fall into place and turn back to my brother. The judgment and disgust that lingered in his eyes only days ago are gone, replaced now only by curiosity. It’s all going better than I’d hoped, even if it has taken longer than I’d planned.
“It’s set for next week.” As the words register with Jase and he tells me the shipments are coming in early for Romano, I notice how Aria’s demeanor changes again.
She already knows too much. As much as I enjoy her presence, she shouldn’t be privy to the knowledge of how her father’s empire will fall.
“You look lovely tonight,” Jase speaks directly to her. Surprise lights up her face as the fire continues to cast shadows over her.
“Thank you,” she says, but her voice is soft, too soft and she clears her throat to repeat herself. “Thank you.”
“I admire your art,” he adds, and I glance down at the scattering of papers on the floor. Three new ones today, and each more stunning than the last. She’s not rushed anymore. She takes her time, and the beauty she creates is captivating. I never expected to feel proud of what I thought was only a distraction.
The thrill rings in my blood. She craves acceptance, protection, and a tenderness that I can’t always give her. But my brothers can. Even now as she worries and struggles, his kindness makes her weaker toward me. Each small gesture of acceptance makes her more willing to obey me.
“She’s talented.” I compliment her as well, although I speak to Jase.
“Thank you,” she says again, and the fidgeting stops momentarily, replaced by a calmer demeanor.
“We’ll go over the rest tonight,” I tell Jase and he takes the cue to leave easily enough. No more of this in front of her. She needs to be perfect for the dinner.
And then everything will change.
“Tonight then,” Jase says and nods a goodnight to Aria. A gentle smile flickers on her lips, but she struggles to speak to him in return.
“You’re doing so well,” I speak to her gently as Jase leaves us. Her hair is soft under my fingers as I push the locks from her face. “Apart from yesterday morning, I mean.”
The reminder makes her stiffen, but only until I trail my fingers back to the necklace, the mix of pearls and diamonds strung together on a thin platinum chain. So delicate and breakable, just like her.
“I’m sorry,” she apologizes again.
“No, you’re not.” The words come out with a sternness that’s irrefutable. “I expected as much, but you aren’t sorry.”
“I’m sorry I disappointed you,” she says, and the statement sounds genuine, even as she closes her eyes and swallows noticeably. I take in every hint of her features, seeing nothing but sincerity.
“Aria,” I tell her as I slip my hand to the nape of her neck, “you haven’t disappointed me.” My voice is deeper than I intended, laced with the lust I still have for her.
I thought I would grow tired of her but having Aria and playing with her has become my favorite game.
She only sighs at my statement, a soft sound that’s a mix of want and need and something else.
I whisper at the shell of her ear, “I can spoil you; this doesn’t have to be something you hate.”
“I will give you anything,” she whispers and those beautiful eyes peer into mine, searching for mercy, “Please don’t kill my family.”
“I had to pick a side, but they’ll both die, Aria. There’s no changing that.” If I could steal the pain from her, I would.
“You said you wanted him dead. Romano. Why not side with my father?”
“Do you think your father would spare me, Aria? Do you think he’d allow me to live?” My voice comes out harder with each word, remembering how my life was almost snuffed out by his hands. Her gorgeous eyes turn to dark wells of sadness. She knows the truth about her father, but still, she continues.
“He would,” she whispers with hopefulness.
“He wouldn’t,” I tell her, expecting to be angered by her naivety, but it’s only pity for her that I feel. “You need to stay out of this, Aria,” I command her, and she nods once, but I can see the pleas written on her face.
“I can’t just do nothing,” she whispers.
“You must, or you’ll leave me with no choice.” It’s not a threat, but it’s full of truth and I pray she behaves. “You’re smarter than this. You know how to survive.”
“I’ll always be a prisoner,” she murmurs, and her voice is soft but desperate. Her eyes open and she almost says something. She almost begs or pleads or questions. But she doesn’t.
“I want to steal the fight from you,” I say the words without thinking, without realizing how honest they are. “I will have all of you, Aria.”
It takes a moment for her to respond, and when she does, it’s with her eyes closed and her words are laced with pain. “I know you will.”
She holds on to that pain so well. Gripping it chaotically, just to hold on to something. In a way, that enrages the very core of my being. But soon all she’ll hold on to is me. So soon. I have to be patient with her. If nothing else, time will dull her pain and then all she’ll have is me.
“Lie back,” I give her the command and she obeys instantly, falling onto the sofa and resting her head on the decorative pillow. Brushing my hand against her inner thigh, she parts her legs for me. The cotton slips up higher, but I have to lift her ass up and push the dress up to her waist to see all of her.
“You’re always wet for me,” I utter the words beneath my breath as my cock hardens. My fingers trail up and down her shaved pussy. Her lips glisten with arousal and her breathing hitches.
I unbutton my collar and pull my shirt off first, dropping it carelessly to the floor. Every second that passes, Aria’s breathing gets heavier. The sofa groans under me as I shift my weight to move my shoulders between her thighs.
Gripping her ass to hold her in place, I start with a single languid lick of her tempting cunt. When I look up and find her lips parted, her eyes wide and her cheeks that beautiful hue of pink, I decide I won’t stop licking, sucking and tongue fucking her cunt until she can’t fight me any longer.
And then I’ll have her writhing under me, cumming on my cock like she was made to do.





CHAPTER 79
Aria

This isn’t what life is supposed to be like. Not for someone like me. Surrounded by luxury and chained to a gilded cage, I shouldn’t wake up feeling at ease.
But that’s how I feel. I know that so long as I obey Carter, I’ll be all right. I’ll be safe and pampered even.
While my family is murdered, and I do nothing.
I can’t allow it. I won’t.
I have to remind myself with each kindness he offers me.
Like last night. I was holding onto a deadly combination of hate and hope. Desperate for a way out of here so I could warn my family, or a way to convince Carter to be on my father’s side to present itself.
And I slipped into sleep knowing I needed to do something. That today I would act and find a way. But each kindness makes me weaker.
I’ll never forget the way he held me. Gripping me to him as I lay on my side. My heart raced, and fear was real in my veins. As real as anything else. Sleep still held my eyes tightly shut until I heard his voice, recognized the deep measure of his determined words. “Come back to me.” His breath was hot on my neck, his hand strong as it splayed across my belly. He held me so close and so tightly, I couldn’t move when I woke up.
I could still feel the drum of my racing heart as he flipped me onto my back and buried his head in the crook of my neck, kissing me ravenously, as if he’d been deprived of it. And I pined for his lips on mine, but he didn’t give them to me. I was still blinking away sleep when he whispered, “If you’re going to scream a name in your sleep, it’ll be my name.”
I woke up wondering if it was a dream if he hadn’t really taken me from a nightmare and fucked me into a deep sleep of desire. But he was still holding me the way he had when I woke up and there was no denying it was real.
“You stopped humming.” Carter’s deep voice pierces through my thoughts and I look up at him from the ground beneath his feet. Rolling the black charcoal between my fingers I lie to him, something I know I shouldn’t do.
“I’m just thinking about what I’d like to draw next.”
He knows my response is a lie. His eyes narrow, but he allows it. I don’t think he wants me to go back to the cell any more than I do. Although part of me wonders if one day he’ll start fucking me on that mattress and I’ll be confined there.
The only thing that relieves that thought is the knowledge that Carter enjoys others seeing how I’ve become his. How I obey him while he gives me this freedom. If you can call it that.
My gaze wanders across Carter’s office and lands yet again on a bench that doesn’t belong. It peeks out from under the bookshelf across from me and it simply isn’t supposed to be there.
The wood is old and unfinished, at odds with the dark polished shelves housing beautifully covered books.
The hinges have a hint of rust. I tap the charcoal in my hand against the paper and stare at it. Wondering why Carter would allow it to stay.
“Where did the bench come from?” I ask him on a whim. I haven’t asked him anything. Not for a single thing. Nor have I initiated conversation. But if I have any hope of changing his mind about my father, I have to be able to speak up. And it starts right now, with that bench. Craning my neck to look at him over the desk, from where I’m seated on the floor in front of him, I wait for his reaction.
“Bench?” he questions, although I already know that he knows what I’m referring to.
Pointing straight in front of me, I answer him, “It doesn’t look like it belongs.”
I can hear his chair creak as he leans back, and I know he’s debating on telling me something, although I don’t know what. It’s only an old, beat-up bench.
“Do you want to see what it can do?” he asks me, and the tone of his words catches me off guard. He must sense the hesitation because as he rises and makes his way to the bench, he adds, “It’s a safe box.”
The charcoal in my hand makes a small thud as it hits the paper and I watch Carter open the lid to what I thought was just an old bench.
“It’s bulletproof, and it can only be locked from the inside.”
“Someone could just pick it up…” I state my thought absently and he gives me a small, sad smile.
“If they knew you were in there, they could try, although it’s heavy. So heavy I couldn’t lift it with Daniel the day I got it.”
I let my eyes graze over Carter’s shoulders then back to what I thought was only a bench. I take a quick breath, ready to ask him if it was from his childhood. It’s obviously far too small for him. Although I know I could easily fit. But I don’t question him.
“The lock is here,” he tells me and fiddles with something inside of it that clinks. I have to stand up to see and since I’m standing, I walk closer to him and to the contraption.
“Is it really safe?” I ask him and he’s quiet until I look up at him. His eyes question mine. “As safe as a box can be.”
Now that I’m closer to it, I’m certain I could fit inside. It would be tight. As if reading my mind, Carter tells me, “You’d fit. You’d be safe.”
My eyes drift to the brass locks on the inside. There are only two, but they travel along the entire top edge. A long rod of steel falls down and slips into place when locked. I imagine you could open it with a welding torch, but with all this metal, the person inside would be burned, scarred, maybe killed before the box would actually open.
“Can you breathe in there?” I whisper my question.
Carter nods and runs his finger along small slits in the box, designed so they can’t be seen from the outside, but light filters through them.
I swallow thickly as Carter places a hand on my lower back and asks, “Do you want to get inside?”
I should say no, the fear inside of me is there at the forefront, screaming that the small space is dangerous. It may look like safe, but the cell was much larger, and it was instrumental in my downfall.
But the fear is so minuscule. So quiet. It’s hard to be scared of something so… insignificant when my life is in the hands of a man like Carter. And I think he’d like it if I got inside.
I nod once and as I do, I’m already lifting my right leg. With Carter’s hand to balance me, I slip inside easily.
“The locks are here, but you’ll have to feel for them when the lid is shut, it’ll be dark.”
“Are you going to close it?” I ask him and my heart pounds. I don’t want him to leave me here. He towers over me and answers, “You’d be the one to close and lock it, Aria.”
“Right. Of course,” I say then shake my head and reach for the lid. As if it’s the obvious thing to do. It strikes me then as odd that he would grant me this, a safe place to be away from him. But I could only stay in here so long.
This box is meant for hiding. The thought occurs to me as I lower the lid. It’s meant to hide, to stay quiet and not be seen.
My heart thumps once as the lid shuts tightly and a tiny ray of light shines through. It’s filtering in through a small slit. One that can’t be seen from the outside, but I can see it clearly.
My fingers trace the locks as they slip into place, a heavy thump from the steel rod falling causing my body to react by bucking back.
Thump, thump. My heart hammers.
It reminds me of the door being kicked in when I was hiding in the closet.
My throat closes and my eyes water as I clearly see my mother through the slit. Just like I did when I hid in the closet. The memory is vivid. It’s too real.
“Stop!” I scream and struggle against the lid. Panic consumes me. I can’t stay here, I can’t be quiet and let him murder her.
Screams rip through my throat. “Stop it!” I scream and it’s only then that I hear Carter.
His fists pound above me.
The tears that stream down my face seem to burn my skin as I fumble for the locks.
“Carter, please!” I beg him.
“Lift the locks!” he yells at me, but I can’t. I can’t see them. All I can see is him holding my mother down, stabbing her over and over. The blood was everywhere. He was too fast. I couldn’t save her.
“Please,” I beg him and feel the entire box lift from the ground only to fall hard on the floor beneath me. Jostling me and reminding me where I am.
“Open it, Aria!” he yells at me and I try to find the locks. It takes me a long moment. Each second, images of my mother pass before my eyes. The way she tried to fight him. The way she tried not to scream. I know she didn’t want me to hear or to see.
But you can only hide so much.
Finally, the locks slip back into place in my shaking hand and the mechanism opens with a loud thunk. Carter practically rips the top open. His strong arms pull me up and I’m safe in the light of the office. The images fade and I find myself huddled in his arms, feeling foolish and unable to explain what happened. My body won’t stop shaking.
I hate the box. I hate it. I hate it more than the cell.
“Shhh,” he shushes me and brings me to his chair. I think he’s going to set me down in it, but he doesn’t. He keeps holding me tight in his arms. My body shudders and I wish I could calm myself down and take it all back.
I can’t stop crying.
I haven’t had a panic attack in so long. It’s only been night terrors for years.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble the words and brush my tears away furiously. They’re hot and I can already feel my eyes becoming puffy. I can hardly breathe.
“I hate the box,” I push the words out as if I could blame it.
“It’s okay.” Carter’s answer is soothing. He doesn’t ask what happened. He doesn’t push me for anything.
He only holds me and comforts me, running his hand up and down my back. His warmth and strength and scent surround me. And I want more of it.
I would die for more of it.
A knock at the office door startles me. “Hush, songbird,” Carter whispers against my hair before calling to the door, “Come in.”
It’s Jase. It’s almost always Jase.
He stands in the doorway, gripping the knob and not letting it go. I get the sense that he doesn’t like to stay when I’m around. Like if I wasn’t here, he’d have taken a seat. A shudder runs through my body, and I bury myself deeper into Carter’s arms, wishing I could go back to just a minute ago.
“I just wanted to let you know, the dinner is set to go as planned.”
Seeing Jase, reminds me of everything once again. Like being woken from a deep sleep. Back to realizing all of this is wrong and there isn’t a piece of it that should feel right.
Back to the fact that I’m nestled in the arms of the man who’s set to destroy everything I am.
The thought of dying for more of Carter’s touch is still vibrant in my mind. And it withers like the petals of a broken flower in the scorching heat as the sane side of me remembers what I really am and who he really is.
“He’s coming?” Carter asks and there’s a deep rumble of anger hidden beneath his words. It’s enough of an edge that my body stills in his embrace.
Jase nods, his gaze moving from me to Carter. “He’s coming.”
“And are we still on for tonight?” Carter asks Jase in a tone quite different. A tone that makes me curious. Curious enough to peek at Jase.
Jase’s gaze flickers to me again before he answers, “Yeah, we’re on for tonight.” Patting the doorframe, he nods toward Carter and leaves us alone.
The tears, the flashback, and panic, they seem foolish now. It was only a glimpse at the past. Carter loosens his hold on me as my body stiffens and I hold my arms to my chest.
Why does he hold me and comfort me, when I’m nothing to him but a play toy? It’s so he can make me weak. I know that’s why. I’ll fall powerless to him so easily. And he’ll use me up and throw me out.
I can already see it happening.
“I’ll be gone tonight.” Carter’s voice seems deeper, rougher even. The sound forces me to look at him as he speaks. It’s odd to be at nearly eye level as I sit on his lap.
His gaze is so sharp, I can barely look him in the eye.
“You can get yourself dinner. And wait for me in either the kitchen, den, or bedroom.” I stare at the knob on one of the drawers of his desk, nodding my head in obedience and feeling awkward and too afraid to speak.
My body shudders as he lays a hand on my upper back, between my shoulder blades and working his way down to the small of my back.
“Maybe you need a drink?”
When I turn to him this time, I want to yell at him. I want to hide. I want to cry.
The question is on the tip of my tongue, why are you doing this to me?
But I already know the answer. It’s why Carter does everything.
Because he can. Because he wants to.





CHAPTER 80
Carter

The Red Room wasn’t my idea. It was Jase’s, of all people. He’s quiet, keeps to himself, but he created a club that’s the perfect cover-up and a successful business at that. He always stays in the back, where other business is conducted, but nonetheless, Jase’s creation is something he’s proud of. And every time I come here, I’m reminded of that fact.
The music thrums in my veins before the large red glass doors even open. In a gray tailored suit, I don’t exactly blend in with the nightlife. Not like Jase does in his faded jeans and crisp, button-down, open at the collar.
I prefer a suit. Jase prefers to blend in. Each method has its advantages.
“Welcome back, sirs,” Jared greets us as we step into the club, the music at full volume and the smells of alcohol and sex appeal hit me instantly. With the dark red paisley wallpaper that lines the walls and black chandeliers hanging from the sixteen-foot-high black ceiling, The Red Room looks like a nightclub of sin at first glance.
As the alcohol pours throughout the night and the bodies grind against one another, sin is an accurate description. The money flows as easily as the liquor.
Walking past the grinding bodies and kitten eyes from several women holding drinks in one hand and their clutches in another, I ignore it all, listening intently to what Jared has to say.
I stopped everything to come down here with my brother. All because Jared, the club manager, and head of business while we’re away, said he had a girl who would talk.
“You sure it’s her?” Jase asks him.
“Yeah,” Jared nods as we pass the second bar and make our way around the edge of the dance floor to get to the backroom. “She comes in every week asking for it.”
“What’d you tell her?”
“Nothing. Just that the delivery is on a delay.” The DJ starts a new set and the dance floor roars so loudly the ground shakes as the steel doors to the backroom push open and then close softly, finally silencing the distractions of the club.
“Thanks for waiting for us,” Jase tells the two men in the back of the room. Mick is one of them; I don’t know the name of the other, but Jase does. This is Jase’s place to run. Everyone knows him, and he knows everyone, so I let him lead and stay quiet.
Quiet is dangerous, and that’s exactly how I want them to see me.
“Of course, Mr. Cross,” Mick says and nods his head at Jase then quirks a smile at me as he adds, “and Mr. Cross.”
The small girl seated at the lone table in the room grips the plastic cup of a pink drink that’s probably got just as much sugar in it as alcohol. Her lips part open with a hint of disbelief and then she licks them, smiling although it’s thin and withered. Just like the state of her body under the too-tight tube top.
“You’re waiting for the delivery?” Jase asks, looking to the left and right as if he doesn’t want to say it out loud and get caught by someone. I’d laugh at him and his display, but he’s damn good at what he does, and I do enjoy a good show.
The girl imitates him, looking over her shoulders at the two hired men of ours in The Red Room t-shirts and black jeans before she nods. “You guys have the best sweets.”
“Sweets?” I ask, and she grins at me like she knows a secret she can’t wait to tell me.
“It’s what the streets are calling it now,” she says and bites down on her lower lip, letting her body sway. Jase and I pull out our chairs across from her, the legs scraping across the floor. Sweets. Plural. Because that fucker Romano has his version out. I keep the small hint of friendliness firmly in place. But I’m nothing but pissed at the reminder
“Sweet Lullaby, you mean?” Jase asks, lifting an eyebrow. And again, she nods.
“You’re buying a lot of this stuff,” Jase tells her although it comes out a question. Her nails scratch down her arms as she glances all around us. She’s jittery and the chair legs beneath her keep rasping on the floor.
“I just need it, okay?” Her words are rushed. The air changes around her instantly.
Noting her hollow cheeks, dead eyes, and pale lips, the humor, and vibe that she’s down to have a good time have vanished.
“Is it really what you need?” Jase asks and leans forward to stare into her eyes. “’Cause we’ve got some other stuff you might want?”
She’s in need of a hit. That’s for damn sure and if I had to guess her drug of choice is heroin. Maybe coke.
“I just need to grab it and get back,” she answers, but her voice is breathy and uncertain. I wait a moment, glancing at Jase as we both hear her swallow over the muted sound of the music playing in the club.
“I think we have some coming, sorry about the wait, miss…?”
“Jenny. Jenny Parks,” she answers him and then reaches into her purse for her phone. The two men behind us make a move for their guns, and the little blonde doesn’t even notice.
“Fuck, it’s already past nine,” she says and her face crumples with a mix of anxiety and fear.
As she slips her thumb into her mouth to chew on her nail, Jase asks her, “Hey, is there anything I can get you while you wait?”
“Anything to calm you down a little? Another drink or something stronger?” I add.
Her breath comes out harder. “Yeah, maybe,” she replies as her eyes dart from me to Jase. “I just wanted to come in and get the stuff. It’ll be here soon?” she asks again, looking down at the phone to check the time. “Like, how soon.”
“It could be a bit,” Jase says and shrugs, looking at Mick and she watches him shrug too. “We’ve got other stuff while you wait,” he offers but she’s already shaking her head, still biting that thumbnail.
She speaks over the finger in her mouth. “I need the sweets first.”
The problem with a junkie is that they have a one-track mind. They want the drug. And it’s obvious that she gets hers when she delivers our drug to the real buyer.
Jase shrugs again. “An hour, maybe?” He glances at me and I nod my head.
“Fuck,” she mutters and cradles her face in her hands.
“You want us to drop it off somewhere else?” Jase asks, and she peeks up through her lashes. We’re getting the address of where this product is going. Either from her telling us or from us following her. Whatever the fuck we have to do.
“I have to get back. I’m sorry,” she rushes her words as she slides her phone off the table and into her purse.
“We can get you something to take the edge off while it comes in and we can talk a little?” Jared suggests to her from where he’s standing guard by the steel doors. She seems to get it then. The reality of what’s going on hits her like a ton of bricks and she’s shit at hiding it.
“It’s just… it’s my brother. You know? He needs it, and he doesn’t like me to be late.“
“Your brother?” Jase questions and I glance at Mick, standing behind the seated blonde, who shakes his head once. Little Jenny doesn’t have a brother.
“Yeah, and he doesn’t like people to come around, you know?” Again, her words are rushed and she looks at the men behind her then at us.
“I can just come back another time,” she mumbles. Her breathing is sporadic as she pulls her purse to her chest.
She takes a second to stand up, but Mick’s hand on her shoulder makes her pause.
A second drops between us all, heavy with the consequences of what’s to come.
She’s buying for someone else and lying to cover it up. Someone who keeps her doped up and someone who scares her enough to give her the strength to resist her next hit from us.
Her head turns slowly so she can see Mick’s large hand gripping tighter onto her shoulder. The fear that drifts from her is palpable and sickening.
“You tell your brother we’re sorry we couldn’t get it to him tonight, Jenny,” Jase speaks up and instantly Mick’s grip on the girl loosens.
I can practically hear her heart beating as she looks at Jase wide-eyed. She’s frozen still until he leans back in his seat and tells her with a wink, “We’ll have it for you next time.”
“You let us know if you want to talk anytime now, you hear me?” Jared says as he opens the door to the club and the music flows into the small back room.
Jenny nods her head furiously, stumbling into the empty chair next to her before taking off out of the room without another look back.
“Follow her,” I tell Mick and with a single nod he’s gone. Jase’s blunt nails tap against the table as the door closes and the sound of the nightlife beyond it is muted once again.
“You let her off easy,” I say quietly under my breath.
“Girls don’t need to be dragged into this shit.” That’s his only answer and he doesn’t bother to lower his voice like I did.
The same table he’s tapping, I’ve covered with blood in the past. It wouldn’t have come to that with the blonde, but a little lie to get her talking wouldn’t have hurt her. Showing our cards that we know she’s buying for someone else, well that might have gotten a word or two from her. Maybe a name.
“Maybe he’s sending girls because he knows you’re weak for them,” I suggest. All of us have our limits. And women happen to be the common thread between us.
“Fuck you, I’m not weak,” he tells me although I can see him considering it. It’s in his eyes.
The corners of my lips tip up into a smirk as Jared lights up a cigarette. But with a puff and the words that come out of his mouth, the smile vanishes. “With the Talvery girl shit, they should know we aren’t pussies when it comes to women.”
The silence stretches in the room for a moment with neither of us commenting.
“The Talvery girl,” I say beneath my breath and it gets a comment from Jared, but I don’t bother to listen to him. “She’s mine,” I tell him, cutting off his joke or whatever the fuck was coming out of his mouth.
I stand abruptly, letting an anger I haven’t felt in a long time dictate my words. Staring into Jared’s eyes, the words rip from my mouth, “The next time someone refers to her as that, the Talvery girl,” I practically spit out the name, “you tell them, she’s all mine.”
My teeth grind against each other so hard, I swear they’ll crack.
Jared doesn’t speak, doesn’t move. I don’t think he’s breathing, although the cigarette in his mouth stays oddly still with the glow of amber making his expression look even paler.
My muscles coil, waiting for him to call her that again. She’s not the Talvery girl. She doesn’t belong to them.
“What’s her name?” I ask him, tilting my head and that cigarette wavers in his mouth. “Take out the fucking cigarette and tell me what the fuck her name is.” My eyes pierce into his as he drops the cigarette from his mouth, barely catching it between his fingers and swallowing thickly. The cords of his neck are tight, and I can hear him swallow.
“I—I—” he stutters, and I lean in closer to scream in his face, the words of my question scratching and ripping their way up my throat, “What’s her name?”
“I don’t know,” he says in a quavering admission.
“It’s Aria,” I say then pat his shoulders with both of my hands as he struggles to look me in the eyes. The anger wanes as I feel his sweat beneath my hands.
“It’s Aria, and she doesn’t belong to the Talverys anymore.” My words are calm, eerily so.
“Of course, she doesn’t,” Jared shakes his head slightly, his lips turning into a hesitant smile. “She’s yours. Aria is yours and she’s called Aria.”
He won’t shut the fuck up, the poor prick.
“You let anyone who calls her otherwise know,” I tell him, nodding my head once toward a spot on the brick wall. The bricks are redder, newer and don’t blend in.
“I’d hate to lose it and have to blow some fucker’s poor skull open because he pissed me off.”
“Yeah,” Jared’s answer is a whisper of fear. “Aria, and she’s yours.”
Jase’s hand hitting the back of my shoulder is the only thing that rips my gaze away from Jared’s.
“Keep up the good work, Jared.” Jase adds, “Good job tonight,” and pushes the door open to go back out into the bar.
He holds it open for me and I move around Jared, still very much stuck in his place and only nodding his response as if he’s scared to speak. As I take a step to leave, I glance down at him, the disgusting smell of piss overriding the scent of cigarettes. The fucker pissed himself.
I wish I could smile or feel any sense of pleasure from knowing how deeply rooted the fear goes. But all I can think is that these assholes are calling my Aria, the Talvery girl.
She’s so much more than that.
“You’ve got to back down with that,” Jase tells me as we walk side by side through the club. There’s no one around us that could hear, but still, I want to tell him to fuck off.
“I don’t have to do shit,” I respond in a grunt, the rage still looming, but even as the words are spoken, I know he’s right. They could use her against me. She could so easily become known as my weakness.
“What’s the point of doing that?” he asks me, cutting off my train of thought.
But I don’t have an answer ready. There’s always a reason. Everything I do has a purpose. It takes the entire walk through the club for me to respond, and not until we’re out of the front doors where the cool air greets us, and the moonlight lingers over the parking lot.
The wind whips against my face, and Jase slips his hands into his pockets as the valet pulls our car up to the curb. “The point is that they’ve forgotten she’s mine when they call her a Talvery. I won’t have anyone forget she belongs to me.”





CHAPTER 81
Aria

C arter had me drink a glass of whiskey with orange bitters but somehow it tasted like chocolate. I don’t know what it was exactly, but it’s still humming through me. He left me with a second drink in his office and it’s the second one that did this to me.
Even as I stand in the kitchen, busying myself with something to take my mind off everything that’s going on around me, I can feel the alcohol numbing the pain. As if I’m spared from what’s going to happen, and it’s everything else that’s moving. I’m just standing here.
But I hate it. I don’t want to be helpless and beg for mercy from a man who won’t show it. I don’t want to seem helpless, but I have no choice.
The refrigerator is full of nearly anything I could want. Fresh eggs, deli meat, fruits, and vegetables. Most of the meats for dinner are frozen, but there’s plenty to satisfy me.
I’m not hungry in the least, but Carter told me to eat and so here I am.
It took me a while to get started, long after Carter had left.
Instead of doing anything at all, I stared at the door. And then each of the windows I passed. And the windows to the garden. I wish I could leave and tell my father they’re coming, but I’m sure he knows. That’s the only comfort I have in this powerless state. My father must know they’re coming for him.
The knife slices through a tomato. It’s so sharp the skin splits instantly without any pressure at all. I suck the taste of the whiskey from my teeth. I can’t do anything, but I need to do something.
The thunk of the knife on the cutting board is the only thing I hear over and over again.
“What are you making?” A deep voice from behind me makes me jump. The knife slips from my hand and I’m too scared to jump away from it as it crashes to the floor. I stand there breathless with anxiety shooting through my veins.
“Shit,” the voice says as my heart races and pounds in my chest.
It’s Daniel. I’ve seen him before and I know that’s his name. But he hasn’t said a word to me. He never even looks at me. Yet, now I’m alone with him, and Carter’s nowhere to be seen. In dark jeans and a black t-shirt, he runs his hand through his hair with a shameful look on his face. “I should’ve come from the other direction, huh?” There’s a sweetness about him, but I don’t trust him. I don’t trust any of the Cross brothers.
“I’m just keeping an eye on you,” Daniel says easily, and his lips quirk up into a half smile. “A salad?” he asks.
“Yeah,” I say, but my answer is a whisper. It’s odd to be a prisoner yet remain free to move about. Even odder to have a conversation with someone as if there’s nothing at all wrong with my position.
I force myself to swallow and bend down slowly, keeping him in my periphery, to pick up the knife. My body trembles as I turn my back to him just enough to walk to the sink and rinse it off. “Avocado, tomato and Italian dressing. I was craving something like it,” I tell him as the water pours down onto the sharp edge of the knife. The light reflects in the water and my heart thumps again.
“Salt tooth?” he asks me, and I nod, eyeing him but trying to just have a conversation. I wonder what he thinks of me. What he thinks of Carter for keeping me here.
All I can look at is the knife in my hand, the alcohol is thrumming, my nerves are high, and I don’t know how to survive anymore.
The idea of an escape plan is forming, but the anxiety is so much higher.
His footsteps give him away as he walks to the other side of the counter, closer to where the chunks of avocado and freshly cut tomato wait for me. My mind is highly aware of where he is. And who he is.
He knows how to get out of here. He could be my ticket to freedom.
“Did you find the bowls?” he asks me as I turn around to face him, the knife feeling heavier in my hand.
With the water off, the room is silent. Eerily so. Or maybe it’s just because of the thoughts running through my mind. The counter is hard against my lower back as I lean against it to keep me steady as I watch him open a cabinet and pull out a bowl.
He smiles at me like he’s my friend or my companion, and not a guard to keep me here. And he lets me hold the knife. He doesn’t even look at it. I have a weapon and I’m a prisoner here, yet he doesn’t care in the least. Why would he, you weak girl? the voice in the back of my head taunts me and laughs.
“Thank you,” I say, and my voice sounds small and weak. Gripping the countertop behind me, it feels so cold, so unforgiving in comparison to how hot my body is right now.
The ceramic bowl clinks as it hits the countertop and Daniel smiles at me. A handsome, charming smile with his hands up in the air as he says, “I’m not going to hurt you; I promise.”
I’m the one with the knife.
I keep thinking it as I take each small step toward the counter.
My bare feet pad on the cold floor.
I offer him a small smile, but I don’t say anything and neither does he.
Until that knife slices so easily through the tomato again. I imagine the way it would go down, but it’s hard to focus. I couldn’t kill him. He’d have to push in the code and then I’d run.
“Is he treating you alright?” he asks me, and my grip tightens on the knife. He could so easily push in a code and grant me freedom. And then I could tell my father they’re coming.
Raising my eyes to his for the first time, I ask him, “What do you think?” I’m surprised by the strength, but I crave more of it.
His gaze flickers to the door behind me and then back to me.
Silence descends upon the kitchen.
“He’s in a difficult position,” Daniel offers me when I start to cut the slices into chunks, trying not to think of what would happen if I failed. What Carter would do to me if I tried to escape and failed. My chest hollows and my stomach drops at the thought. The cell. Or worse, the box. He knows what that box would do to me if he put a lock on the outside of it.
My blood runs cold.
“He’s not a bad man,” Daniel says, and I watch as the knife in my hand trembles as it hovers over the remaining slices.
Bad man? He’s not a bad man? If only Daniel knew what I was thinking.
“Good men don’t do what he’s done,” I tell Daniel without looking at him. “I begged him last night to spare my father. My family,” I say and my voice cracks.
“I’m sorry, but you know he can’t do that.” It’s his only response and I crumble inside. My heart twists in a painful way. It’s a horrible ache that I can’t explain when I hear Daniel turn to walk away.
He’s leaving me. Because he can. Because it doesn’t matter if he leaves me to wallow all alone. All I’ll ever be is alone and pathetic if I don’t even try.
My fingers wrap around the knife until my knuckles are white and I cry out for him. “Daniel!” His tall, lean body stiffens, the muscles in his shoulders rippling as he turns around.
He’s maybe five feet from me. But the kitchen island separates the two of us.
Be smart, I remind myself. But at this point, nothing I’m about to do is smart. Lowering the knife to my side, the blade nearly caresses my skin when I clear my throat.
“I’m sorry,” I offer him although I can hardly hear myself over the furious pounding of my heart in my chest. “Could you show me where the seasonings are?” I have to swallow before I can add, “Please.”
Daniel’s mouth is set in a grim straight line; his eyes pierce deeply into me like he knows exactly what I’m about to do. But he walks toward me. He walks to my side of the island. Inside I’m screaming that it’s a trap, that he knows. My blood rushes in my ears and the sweat from my hand nearly makes the knife slip.
Five feet becomes four, becomes three, becomes two.
And he turns his back to me, reaching at eye level to open a cabinet before turning around and finding that knife pointed at his throat.
The sweat that crawls along my skin is sickening. It covers every inch of me as I try to speak, but my dry throat won’t allow it.
Stupid girl! I hear the voice yell at me. Regret and fear are instant, but the knife is in the air and I can’t take it back. My hand feels as if it’s shaking, but the knife is steady.
I can’t go back. “Get me out of here,” I breathe as he stares at me with disdain.
“You don’t want to do this, Aria.” Daniel’s words are so genuine, so sincere, that I almost regret taking the step forward and nearly pressing the blade to his throat.
“I want to leave.” I somehow push the words out. How strong they sound, although I’m panicked.
Daniel’s eyes turn sympathetic, or maybe they just look back at me as if I’m the pathetic one. I can’t tell. He deceives me so.
“I can’t help you with that.” My heart plummets and races at the same time. This is my only chance, my only hope.
“Open the front door.” As I give the command, I step forward and my trembling hand pushes the knife closer to him, slicing the skin of his upper neck, just slightly. A small nick, but it cuts him. I cut him.
The horror of seeing the bright red blood distracts me for a moment, a moment long enough for Daniel to shove his hand in front of me and try to grip the knife.
He may be fast, but my fear is faster. The knife pierces through his shirt and bicep, easily cutting into him, slicing his arm as I stumble back.
My heart beats so hard I swear I’ll die from terror alone.
The hot grip of his hand burns into my forearm even after he’s let go. My back hits the counter and I jump slightly, but I keep the knife up and sidestep slowly around him. The adrenaline is higher than I’ve ever felt before.
This is bad, my heart screams in terror, this is fucking bad. And I’ve lost the advantage of surprise, the threat of the knife minuscule compared to what it was a moment ago.
“Let me go!” I yell at him as he seethes at me. His grimace grows to something else. Something that looks hurt for me once again. And I want to sneer at him and his pity, but I feel sorry for me too. And there’s nothing lower than that.
“I said let me go!” I’m too afraid to get closer to him and every step feels like my knees may give out from the pure adrenaline pumping through me.
“Even if I opened the door, there are two guards at the gates and I’m not leaving anytime soon. They know that.” His voice is stern, and he takes his eyes from me to look at the cut. “Damn, you got me good,” he says, still not even bothering to look at me. As if I’m not a threat.
“You could hide me in your car.” My voice skips over my words as I struggle to think about the next step.
“And be scared of your knife that’s with you in my trunk?” he asks and my head sways. My body threatens to sway with it. I failed. I already know I’ve failed.
Stupid girl, the voice says, but even she pities me and the earlier anger from her is absent.
My heart sinks and it doesn’t stop like it’s in a never-ending free fall even though I can already feel it in the pit of my stomach. “Get me out of here, please. You can get me out of here,” I say although my voice cracks and I take a step forward with the knife. “Please,” I beg him.
He finally glances up at me and says, “Put the knife down.” That’s all he says, in that disinterested tone that all of the Cross brothers seem to have. A tone that’s utterly dismissive.
“Fuck you,” I almost cry as I tell him off. I have to step closer to him, I have to go through with this. He nearly got the knife from me last time and if he does this time, I’m going back to the cell. Fuck. My throat closes in on itself.
As if hearing my thoughts, Daniel tells me, “I could grab my gun, Aria, don’t make me.”
His words kill the last bit of hope. What would I do? Throw the knife at him if he ran to get his gun? “Put the knife down.”
“Please don’t,” I plead with him. Tears prick my eyes at how stupid I am. At what’s to come.
The cell. I’ll be in the cell tonight. And for however long it takes for Carter to let me out after.
The heavy knife feels heavier and I want to point it at myself. A very big part of me thinks I could get farther if I would threaten to hurt myself. But I don’t want to be in pain. “Please help me,” I barely get the weak words out.
Daniel’s response is immediate, his steps deliberate and powerful. My body shakes as he comes close enough to grip the knife, but this time when he wraps his hand around my forearm, I loosen my grip and the knife falls from my hand to his other hand and only then does he let me go.
I cower like a disobedient child or worse, a dog who knows he’s about to be beaten.
Silent tears fall, and I wipe them as I listen to the knife drop into the sink before Daniel turns on the faucet to clean his cut. The cut I gave him.
“I’m sorry.” My words are choked, and I try to repeat them again but fail. My breathing comes in shallow pants. “I can’t go back. Please, I can’t.”
“Hey, it’s okay.” Daniel’s voice is soft as he approaches me, but fear is the only thing I have to give him until he says, “We don’t have to tell Carter.”
His words make me stare into his dark eyes. They’re so like Carter’s. But the heat and desire aren’t there. Just sincerity.
“I won’t tell him, okay?” His comforting voice soothes the fear in me. “This will stay between us.” The relief that replaces the anxiety nearly makes me throw up.
“Why would you do that?” I question him. “I hurt you.”
“Because I would have done the same.” His simple answer is comforting, but it doesn’t give me any hope.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble my apology and have to clear my throat. I’m choking on my words. “I didn’t want to… to hurt you.”
“Why’d you have to do that?” I shake my head, wiping under my eyes. He adds, “I would have done it, but I thought you were smarter than that.”
“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say. “I need to get out of here,” I insist, and my words bleed with despair.
“It’s better that you’re here,” he tells me. “You’re not safe at your father’s and I know Carter may not seem like the best person to you right now, but I know there’s a reason for all of this.”
“My father.” The words tumble from my lips.  I’m
failing him.
“You need to eat,” Daniel says, backing away from me and not acknowledging me. It’s the same thing Carter told me. I just need to eat. And obey.
“You’re going to kill him,” I say and it’s a statement, not a question. I can’t even think about eating. The thought is repulsive.
Daniel opens the fridge and ignores me, although he angles his body so he can see me in his periphery.
He closes the door to the fridge with his elbow as he twists off the top to a beer and takes a quick swig, making the dampened shirt of blood glisten in the light and that bit of red on his throat stare back at me.
I almost tell him I’m sorry, yet again. Even with knowing his plans for my father. It’s a sickening feeling to not know what’s right and wrong, but regardless, you have no choice.
The bottle smacks down on the counter and he finally answers me. “It was going to happen whether or not we stepped in.”
“What was?” I ask him in a hushed voice, cautiously, barely raising my eyes to meet his gaze. The only thing I keep thinking is that I need to be nice to him, so he doesn’t tell Carter.
“War.”
The one-word answer forces my gaze to the polished tile floor. It’s quiet while he drinks, and I clean up the mess of the cubed vegetables I won’t eat.
“You won’t tell Carter?” I feel selfish for daring to bring it back up, but I need to know he won’t. If Carter were here for that… I can’t even begin to think of what he would do.
“Look at me,” Daniel’s voice beckons and I do as he tells me. “I am not going to say a word to Carter. Not one word.” His voice is soothing, but I find it hard to be anything close to being okay.
“Thank you,” I tell him and press my hand to my face to cool it down.
He finishes the beer, all the while I stare at the spot on the floor until I turn instinctively at the sound of his name being called out by a feminine voice.
“Shit,” he says under his breath. He’s quick to grab me by the arm. His grip is tight, demanding and catches me off guard with that fear returning and spiking through me.
“Go to the den,” he demands beneath his hushed breath and attempts to push me out of the kitchen from the other threshold. My feet slip across the floor as he pushes me toward the den.
“Daniel?” the voice calls out again, this time closer and he urges through clenched teeth, “Go.”
My shoulders hunch forward and I feel like nothing. Like absolutely nothing. Worthless, pathetic and a weak thing to be pushed around at anyone’s whim.
“Don’t do it again, Aria. You’re smarter than that,” he tells me before turning his back to me and walking briskly to the other side of the kitchen.
His words numb me for a moment, even though my feet move of their own free will.
I’m supposed to be smarter than that. Maybe I used to be, but a mix of desperation and the feeling of falling into a dark abyss is all I can see anymore… that mix is deadly to any semblance of intelligence that I have.
My hands tremble and I struggle to breathe, but I try to remember Carter’s words from what seems like so long ago. I try to remember what he said that made me feel like I had hope. I try, and I fail.
It doesn’t matter what they were. Everything is insignificant when there’s nothing you can do to change your fate.
And now that I’ve been so fucking stupid, he’s going to put me back in the cell.
I shouldn’t have done that. A heavy breath nearly suffocates me. I need to listen.
With my eyes closed, I whisper, “Daniel won’t tell him.” But the words have little mercy on my pain, because I know I won’t be able to hide it from Carter. He sees me. He sees all of me. And he watches everything.
“What the hell did you do?” A woman’s voice carries through the kitchen with shock and worry, startling me and cutting through my thoughts. As quietly as I can, I slink to the side of the doorway, so I can listen but won’t be seen.
I didn’t know another girl was here. But the way she’s talking to Daniel make it obvious that she’s with him. Not a prisoner of him. Jealousy and fear mix inside of me and I don’t know why I’m so scared of being seen by her. Maybe the trickle of shame as I grip the doorway is indication enough.
“I was drinking and cutting up shit and I thought it would be cool to toss the knife.” I hear Daniel give an excuse that’s not at all believable. But the girl believes him.
“You could have killed yourself,” she reprimands him, although her voice carries a tinge of disbelief. Guilt seeps into my blood. And a part of me knows it’s ridiculous to feel sorry for trying to save myself. But so is all of this.
Daniel chuckles. “Of all the ways to die, I don’t think it’s going to be this, Addison.” I can hear him take a drink before telling her, “I got you a beer.” I almost walk away, but Addison’s next words keep me planted where I am.
“We need to talk.” The severity of her tone is sharp.
“Not right now.” Daniel talks to her differently than the way he talks to me. Differently than the way Carter talks to me. There’s an edge of comfort in his voice and I don’t expect it.
“It’s always not right now,” she responds. “Something’s going on.” Her tone softens, pleading with him. “Why can’t I leave?” she asks him with desperation clinging to every word.
“It’s just better to be safe,” he replies so lowly I hardly hear him. The thrumming of curiosity flows through me. She can’t leave either?
A moment passes and another, I can’t see what’s going on and I inch forward, hoping to get a peek before the conversation continues. Hoping to see this woman.
“You don’t need to know,” Daniel says firmly and with that I creep around the corner to see Daniel leaning against the stove. I see him and a beautiful girl around my age shaking her head so hard that her dark wavy hair falls around her shoulders. She covers her face as she gasps, “You keep lying to me.” Pain is etched into her ragged voice.
Daniel makes a weak attempt to wrap his arms around her before she pushes him away, his ass hitting the stove and she leaves the kitchen, heading back the way she came. Small sounds of her crying linger behind her. Daniel opens a large drawer that blends into the cabinet and he drops the empty beer bottle and cap into the trash, with a wretched pain in his expression that tears at my own heart.
As he turns to leave, I creep further back into the kitchen, but he hears me and peeks over his shoulder.
Not hiding his pain and then leaving me to mine.





CHAPTER 82
Carter

I checked the bedroom first. The depraved side of me hoped she would be waiting for me, already warming my bed.
But it was empty.
The den was next, after assuming I’d see her drawing on the floor of the hearth like she enjoys doing.
But the fire wasn’t burning, and the room was silent.
Then the kitchen. The empty fucking kitchen. My teeth grit as I pull up the security monitor and cycle through the cameras.
My pulse races and I can hardly see straight as the monitor flickers from one to the next, each proving to be useless in showing me where my Aria is.
I told her to wait for me in the kitchen, den, or bedroom. Those were the only rooms she was permitted to be in, yet my obedient Aria isn’t in a single one of them.
My heart pounds and my temperature rises.
She didn’t get away.
I only left for three hours. Just enough time to drive to the club for the meet and then back. Daniel was watching her. I have to remind myself that she’s still here somewhere as the cameras loop back around to the beginning.
“Fuck!” My anger gets the best of me, but as I spit out the word and feel the tension in my shoulders and chest rise, I both see and hear her at the same time.
The wine cellar in the corner of the kitchen passed in a blur on the screen the first time, but there she is, in the corner, cross-legged with a bottle in her lap. And the sweet sound of her humming travels through the kitchen.
I walk quietly to the cracked door, only a sliver of light shining into the kitchen.
Listening to the cadence of her soft voice, her humming rises and a word slips out, but I don’t recognize the song. The melody is somber, somewhat melancholy.
I inch closer, careful to be quiet and slip the door open as a bottle clinks against the tile floor, notably empty judging from the hollow sound.
Aria’s dark locks fall back away from her face and chest as she lays her head back against the wall, her nose pointed toward the ceiling as she hums a little louder.
It’s addictive, listening to those sweet sounds. Her voice has always captivated me and I suppose it always will. What saves you from the darkness is something extraordinary.
“This isn’t the kitchen,” I say and break up her melody. The green and amber colors swirl into a deadly concoction of fear in her gaze as she takes in my words. I watch her throat as she swallows; I can practically hear her tense breathing as she seats herself in a kneeling position to tell me, “I didn’t know.”
She still doesn’t look at me when she speaks. Sometimes in the evenings, she’ll peek at me. But she doesn’t like to look me in the eye.
Her cotton blouse is loose and baggy, offering me a glance down her shirt, although her hair lays in the way as it hangs in front of her. Even still, I catch a glimpse of her breasts and the pale pink of her nipples. My dick hardens, and I stifle a groan.
“I thought this was a part of the kitchen,” she says and I hear the drunkenness on her words. Her thick lashes flutter as I stay standing in the doorway to the wine cellar, silently.
I wait for her to peek up at me, and when she does I hold her captive with my stare. It’s never made sense to me before why the expression of ‘doe eyes’ exists. But right here, right now, I understand. It’s a glance you can’t break. One that pauses time and holds you still. That’s what she does to me in this moment with that gorgeous gaze.
“I swear I didn’t realize,” she breathes the words and licks her wine-stained lips.
“From one cell to another,” I tell her and my little songbird bites down on her bottom lip to stifle a smile. “You find that funny?” I ask her as my own lips threaten to tip up.
“I would prefer this one,” she tells me as a flirtatious blush creeps into her cheeks. “If you saw fit to put me in a cell again, the wine cellar would be a bit more my style.”
A genuine grin pulls at my lips and I find myself walking toward her and crouching in front of her small, delicate frame. Although she seems sweet, engaging even, the nervousness is still present.
I almost ask her what’s gotten her into such a pleasant mood, but the empty bottle of wine to her side and the mostly empty glass sitting next to it answer my question. Her pupils are dark and large, but the beauty and desire behind them are enticing.
“You’ve enjoyed yourself while I’ve been gone?” I ask her while cupping her cheek, but instead of leaning into me, she pulls away and moves to sit on her ass. She pulls her legs to her chest.
She shakes her head once, and the happiness leaves instantly, chilling the room and my blood.
“I have something I should tell you,” she speaks to her knees with her head buried in them, “but Daniel said he wouldn’t.” Some of her words are slurred. And even with the cuteness of her tipsy demeanor, knowing Daniel was housing a secret with her steals any sense of humor from me. “But I should.”
“Yes,” I tell her as I sit on the floor in front of her, “you should.” A vise grips my heart as I creep closer to her. Secrets can’t be tolerated. Secrets destroy all they touch. And Daniel would keep a secret from me?
She scratches behind her ear and glances at the door before looking back at me. Her lips part, but then she simply licks them, still trying to find her words. I can hear the steady beat of her heart in rhythm with mine.
“Tell me, songbird. It will be much worse for you if you don’t.” A crease of sadness mars her forehead and her eyes darken with worry, but the threat was needed. And with it comes her confession.
“I cut him,” she says quickly and then clears her throat. “Daniel. I held up the knife and threatened him to let me go but I didn’t mean to cut him, I swear.”
“You want to leave me?” I ask contemptuously. The anger has come so easily tonight, my emotions getting the best of me. And it’s because of her. It’s all because of Aria.
“No, I just,” she swallows thickly and pushes the hair from her face. “I don’t know why, but when you left me… it’s different when you aren’t with me.” She struggles with her words and I wait a moment in silence for her to go on.
“I was angry. I wanted to leave to tell my father.” She doesn’t see how my body tenses and rage creeps into my expression at her confession. She will never leave me. Never. And her father can burn in hell for all I care.
Gritting my teeth, I let her continue.
“He came to talk to me, and I had a knife. I was drunk and it was stupid. Or maybe just tipsy? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m just a mess and I don’t know what’s right or what I should do and I…” She trails off, her breathing and words chaotic at best.
Has Daniel really gone so soft that he would let her threaten him? The sense of disappointment in both of them is mixed, but so much stronger with Aria. She wanted to leave. I have to resist every urge to throw her back into the cell and keep her there where she doesn’t have an ounce of escape.
It’s only the genuine sadness in her eyes that dulls the anger and brings out the curiosity I felt when I first watched her from the monitors.
It takes a moment of heavy breathing and silence between us for me to realize that it’s my fault. She wasn’t ready to be left in someone else’s hands. I should have known better. But things will change quickly. I nod at the thought, although my gaze stays on Aria. Soon.
“He let you cut him with a knife?” I ask her, wondering how reckless Daniel must’ve been.
It’s because she doesn’t fear him. Fear changes everything.
“Only a little,” she answers in a meek voice while lifting those gorgeous eyes up to mine and I find it humorous. With a gentle smile tracing my lips, I clarify, “You cut him… but only a little?”
She dares to let the peek of a smile show, but it’s quickly gone. “I feel awful for doing it.”
“You would have killed my brother?” I ask absently, making a mental note to watch the tapes of her while I was gone.
“No, but I know you’d kill mine.” Her words are a well of sadness, but also of acceptance.
“You have no brother,” I tell her as if her statement is irrelevant, but she’s right. There are no limits to what I’ve done and what I’m about to do. There is mercy for her, but not for anyone else.
“You really tried to leave me?” A spike punctures through my chest as I voice it out loud. Earlier, I was more concerned that she shared a secret with Daniel. But the fact remains that she tried to run away. That she wanted to leave me and was willing to kill to do it.
“It was an awful attempt,” she tells me as if it makes it better. And a part of me softens at her response. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about it all. I think I’m going crazy,” her words come out breathily as she drops her head back to lean against the wall. “You’ve made me crazy, Carter. All I am is sorry. It’s all I know how to be anymore.”
With my hand cupping her jaw, I wait for her to look at me with glassy eyes on the verge of tears. “No, my songbird. All you are… is mine.”
“Yes,” she says simply. The acknowledgement giving me a headier rush than I’ve ever felt.
My head nods on its own. “I didn’t think you’d dare to be so bold while I was gone.”
“I’m sorry.” Fear traces her whisper.
“I didn’t want to punish you tonight of all nights,” I tell her, letting my fingers run along the necklace she wears, “I had different plans in mind.” My dick is already hard as I consider what to do with her. “But you tried to leave me and there’s no greater sin than that.”
“Please,” she whimpers as I shush her. “I don’t want to go back.” She doesn’t cower from my touch; she welcomes it as I rest a hand on her bare shoulder, my fingers skimming under the fabric of her shirt. Her mesmerizing hazel eyes stare into mine and beg me for mercy.
“Didn’t I tell you your next offense would lead to the cell?” I remind her with a question and her face crumples. She inches toward me, both of her hands on my thighs as she begs me, “Please.” Her fingers slip across the expensive fabric of my pants as she crawls between my legs, begging me for forgiveness. How I’ve dreamed of her like this. Just like this.
“What would you do to stay with me?” I ask her, wanting to give her the mercy she begs for. I’ve never felt it so strongly before.
Her chest rises and falls heavily. “Anything,” she answers me quickly with desperation.
“Not to stay out of the cell, but to stay in my bed. There is a difference, Aria.”
Her expression falls and she struggles to voice what she’s thinking. Dread seeps into my gut as she fails to answer me, but with that soft voice of hers, it leaves me at once.
Her fingers lace through the necklace as she says, “It’s only when you’re gone that I remember.”
“What do you mean?”
Her voice wavers as she tries to explain. “I don’t want you to leave me. It’s harder for me when you do.”
“I asked you what you would do--”
“And I said anything,” she cuts me off and I can feel my brow pinch together as I look over every inch of her expression to gauge her sincerity. “When you’re with me, I know that I can’t leave, and I don’t want to even try. But when you’re gone… it’s harder. So, I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want you to leave me.”
She’s a siren. I see it so clearly. It’s her beauty, her broken strength, her denial, and her acceptance. It all calls to me and I will do anything I can to wrap my grip tighter around my songbird while she sings beautiful lullabies.
“Tomorrow night, you’ll come to dinner with me. Kneeling beside me. You will obey. You will sit beside me, proud to be mine.” She nods her head as if she’s accepting a punishment, but this is so much more than that. “You’ll do as I say. Every fucking thing I tell you to do.” I emphasize each word, my finger running up and down her throat. “In front of my family and guests, you will show them how willing you are to obey me.”
“Yes, Carter.”
The way her breathing catches and she swallows the eagerness of accepting the punishment, almost makes me feel guilty for what I say next. Almost. “And tonight, you will sleep in the cell for daring to take advantage of the freedom I’ve given you.”
“Yes, Carter,” she replies although her words crack and her eyes close in agony. Her thick lashes flutter, as she opens her eyes again and she stares deeply into my own, waiting for more. The deep well of loneliness is already settling into her gaze. The look of sadness is something I’ve seen before, but in her eyes, it looks so beautiful.
“You’ll stay there until I feel you’ve learned your lesson.”
She nods and wipes the tear from under her right eye, but dutifully answers, “Yes, Carter.”
My own breathing quickens at the thought of having her to myself before sending her away. “As for right now, you’ll lie across my lap, feeling my hard cock dig into your belly as I punish you, spanking your bare ass and playing with your cunt until I feel you’ve paid enough for the offense of trying to leave me.”
“I will,” she says softly and raises her head to meet my gaze. When her eyes meet mine, she nods in agreement. “I will,” she repeats breathlessly.
The command falls instantly from me. “Tell me that your cunt is mine to play with.”
“My cunt is yours to play with.” And her obedience falls from her lips just the same.
“And your ass?” I prompt.
“It’s yours.” There’s no hesitation in her voice.
“And what about these lips of yours?” I question her in a deep voice ragged with desire as my thumb traces her pouty lips.
“Whatever you’d like to do with them,” she whispers against my touch.
“Lift up your dress and lie here,” I tell her as I sit on the ground of the wine cellar, too eager to have my hands on her to move us to the cell.
Her movements are rushed and reckless as she pulls the cotton dress up and moves to my lap. Her hips are balanced on my right thigh, but I move her ass to the center, forcing her to yelp as she tries to brace herself with her hands.
“Behind your back,” I command her, and it takes a moment. Her hair is everywhere, but I slip it over one shoulder, taking my time to gather it together before grabbing both of her wrists in one of my hands. My fingers easily slip down her panties, the lace fabric almost tearing, but I’m careful with it, letting my touch send goosebumps flowing over every inch of her skin.
She moans slightly, already enjoying her punishment. But I’ll enjoy it more.
With my hand rubbing a circle on her ass cheek, I tell her, “I think you misbehave just so I can punish you.”
She shakes her head, writhing over my lap and making her hair toss slightly. “I don’t want to upset you.” Her words are soft and saddened, but her whimpers speak of nothing but pleasure.
The first smack is light and followed by my grabbing her ass and then smacking the other cheek harder. Her body bucks, but I don’t even get a gasp.
Leaning to my left, I see her eyes shut tightly and her teeth digging into her bottom lip. I let my fingers slip to her cunt, and my cock aches with the pain to be inside of her.
“So tight,” I tell her with reverence in my tone and then rock her, so she can feel my cock.
She only moans and waits for more, but her teeth let up slightly while I take my time with her.
“How many do you think, my Aria?” I ask her and just as her lips part, my hand pulls back and I whip her ass with an open hand that leaves my skin stinging with pain. She cries out, throwing her head back as the pain and pleasure mix and my fingers dip back to her cunt.
“I asked how many?” My voice is calm but deadly. Inside I’m burning hot with a desperate need.
“How many--” she starts to answer me, and I spank her other cheek even harder than the last, forcing tears to her eyes. The sharp, sweet pain travels from my palm up my arm. Gripping her reddened skin, I wait for her to answer but with her eyes watering and her breath taken from her, all she does is part her lips to breathe.
“Answer me, Aria.” Before my words are finished she says as quickly as she can, “However many you’d like.”
A beat passes where she hangs her head to suck in a breath. Another beat passes where I pull my hand away from her skin and watch as she tenses on my lap.
The rapid succession of my hand hitting her tender skin over and over again until my arm is screaming with pain and my hand feels nearly numb passes in a whirlwind.
Her cries get louder as she fights me in my lap, naturally wanting to pull away from me. I nearly lose my grip on her wrists, but I manage to keep her steady and where I need her to be, so I can fulfill her punishment.
Her ass is bright red and my skin humming with a delightful sting by the time I slip my fingers back to her soaking wet cunt. Her body shudders and her yelp of pain turns to a sinful moan.
Over and over I spank her viciously, the underside of her ass, the right cheek, the left one… and then her pussy. My hand’s wet with her arousal as she trembles beneath me.
My fingers dip into her pussy with each smack, giving her only the tiniest bit of penetration. The intensity of the teasing bends her back even farther and her lust-filled gaze stares back at me with her strangled moans of pleasure and pain echoing off the walls of the cellar.
“Good girl.” I praise her and watch as she peers up at me with a wondering look in her eyes and her cheeks tearstained.
“Tonight, I’m going to fuck you into that mattress on the floor like I should have the moment I got my hands on you.”
Her pussy clenches around my fingertips and I reward her by pushing them in deeper and stroking her front wall.
Her back arches and I have to push her shoulder down to keep her right where I want her as I pull my touch away from her in order to leave her wanting. Her small moan of frustration is met with another slap of my hand on her bright red skin. Smack!
Her head flies back and those gorgeous lips of hers part with a deep gasp of longing. It’s no longer pain. She’s too close to the edge of pleasure to feel anything but.
Soothing the pain of the smack with my hand, I rub her right cheek and then pull back for one more strike.
“You would have learned sooner if I’d been rougher with you, wouldn’t you?”
She moans her answer with her eyes closed and her body still, knowing another punishing blow is coming, “Yes, Carter.”
Her answer is absent of sincerity. She’d tell me whatever I wanted to hear right now as she sits on the edge of pleasure and pain.
The days come back to me. Each of them and what I’d planned to do with her is in such stark contrast to what I’ve done. I let the fingers of my right hand trail over her ass, my blunt nails gently scraping along her tender skin and making her squirm on my lap. My left hand grips her throat, finally releasing her wrists, and I pull back, forcing her to look at me.
Her hazel eyes are filled with longing and lust. The haze is a fog in the forest. Unable to see, but so tempted to go forward.
“I should have fucked you so much sooner.”
I remember that first day, how she screamed and cried for me to let her go, back when I hated her and she hated me.
Even with my tight grip on her throat, with my touch sending sparks through her body, she forces her head to shake, not taking her eyes from mine.
“No,” she whispers, and my dick hardens, even more, begging me to punish her for daring to defy me. But then she adds, “This is how it was supposed to be.”
Her breathing is heavy as she closes her eyes, her body bowed on my lap. She’s completely at my mercy and her pouty lips are there for the taking.
All of her. Every piece of her is mine and she knows it.
Mine.





CHAPTER 83
Aria

Y esterday was full of regret.
The moment I saw Carter again, I wish I’d taken back those hours he was gone.
He always keeps his word. And true to form, he took me back to the cell and fucked me on the mattress. Maybe it was the drunkenness, maybe it was something else, but the fear of the cell was absent and instead, I did everything I could to please him. My body begged me to.
Not because I felt the need to obey.
I wanted him to kiss me.
I needed him to. And every time his lips trailed down my neck, I tried to capture them. Tried and failed. He knows I want him though. A shudder runs through my body at the thought and it’s met with the dull ache between my thighs.
He fucked me until I couldn’t move anymore and even as I laid on my belly on the mattress, unable to grip onto it, unable to keep my back arched as he commanded me to. Even then he rutted behind me, pistoning into me and giving me a punishing fuck.
Last night I was his whore. He balled my hair into his fist and pulled back so he could rake his teeth along my neck and force my body however he wanted it.
And I wanted nothing more.
The realization should startle me more, but instead, all I can think about is that he knows I want him to kiss me, and yet he didn’t let me.
It’s different when he’s with me. The security I have with him is everything.
The sane part of me knows it’s not healthy and that I should keep fighting, but the sane part of me is the only part of me that’s held captive in this reality. If only I let it go, I feel free.
Free enough to feel safe for another day.
Free enough to know that what happens in the war will happen regardless of whether I’m here or not.
Free enough to slip on the dress that Carter’s laid out for me and stare at the image of a beautiful woman in the mirror. One who I envy. One I can’t believe is me.
With my hair smoothed and clipped at the side, the bit of makeup adding a definition of beauty to my porcelain skin, I feel so much like a songbird who sings soft melodies of hope, with her wings clipped in a gilded cage.
  
My fingers graze over the delicate lace and my eyes close, remembering last night.
The bruise on my ass sends a reminder of the pain through me as I smooth the soft lace down my curves. The sensation is directly linked to my clit and instantly my body begs for more. For me to put an ounce of pressure against the bruise.
A soft breath leaves me, a wanting one at that, and when I open my eyes, Carter is standing in front of me.
My heart slams and then does a soft trot. As if it’s galloping toward him, even though he’s the one walking toward me.
Each step is deliberate, but with a softness I’ve never seen from him and it captures every bit of my thoughts.
“You look beautiful, songbird,” he says, and his voice is like velvet as he rounds me. His steps echo in the bedroom as he walks in a half circle and stops at my back.
I can hear his breathing hitch as he pulls at the lace, sliding it up my backside and sending a thrilling shiver up my body. His fingertips trail ever so gently along the marks. “Beautiful,” he remarks before hiding them under the lace once again.
“Thank you,” I dare to whisper, meeting his gaze as he walks to stand in front of me. My fingers slip to the hem of the dress, toying with it to hide the anxiousness of wanting to touch him as he’s just touched me. I’m not allowed to today. When he opened the door to the cell, he told me if I obeyed every wish of his today, I would never see the cell again.
One day, and the rules of the game change forever.
A million thoughts are scattered through my mind, but only one of them matters.
“I’ll be good tonight,” I tell him in a voice I don’t recognize. One of obedience, but also strength. “I won’t disappoint you.” A past version of me would slit my throat before letting herself hear those words. There’s only a faint blip of pain in my heart at the realization.
The earlier version of me was foolish.
This version of me will survive. And this version has the audacity to admit that I enjoy it. Every fucking bit of it. To be wanted by a man so powerful who wants for nothing is a heady feeling.
“Aria,” Carter says my name in a way that makes fear blossom deep in my gut. “You’re going to want to defy me,” he tells me, and the worry shows on my face. I can feel it tugging my lips down as it dries out my throat. He stalks in a circle around me, occasionally picking at the lace of the dress. They’re cages. Each of the pieces of lace is a birdcage. And there’s never been a dress that’s adorned my body as beautifully as this one does.
“You may even hate me,” he says in a purely seductive cadence. His hot breath tickles the bare skin of my neck as he whispers at the shell of my ear, “But you will obey me.”
I nod my head and then croak out, “Yes, Carter.” It’s so silent in the room with neither of us speaking, moving or even daring to breathe. It’s so silent I swear the darkness itself could whisper and I would hear its threatening tongue.
“Your necklace suits this dress perfectly,” Carter says out loud although I don’t think the words were meant for me.
Absently, I roll one of the pearls between my fingers and then feel the thin chain slide under my thumb as it moves to the diamond teardrop. It feels heavier tonight. Everything feels heavier when Carter looks at me like he is now.
With dark eyes that pin me in place and keep me still, right where he wants me. It’s a silly thing, how the same gaze that once caused fear to ripple through my body now only heats my core and begs me to bend at the knees for him.
“Thank--”
Carter places a finger against my lips, silencing me. The small touch is addictive and the tension of the dinner tonight amplifies.
“Remember what I told you last night.” He speaks as he toys with the necklace, holding the large diamond and lifting the weight from me. “You will kneel beside me, and you will obey every command.”
Instantly my body heats. I worry my bottom lip between my teeth, wanting to ask him so many questions, but I already know he won’t answer. There’s only one thing to say. “Yes, Carter.”
A moment passes, his eyes searching my gaze for something and I can hardly breathe.
“After tonight, no one will question that you’re mine.” His eyes darken and the flecks of gold that are buried beneath the coal there turn to fire. A fire that ignites my own and soothes the worries.
“Come with me,” he commands me as he reaches for my hand.





CHAPTER 84
Carter

M y walk is calm and steady, even as Aria freezes.
The cocky smirk stays plastered on my lips, even as sickness stirs in my gut.
Every bit of my body is screaming to act, but this is for her. It’s all for her.
“Come,” I command Aria as she stares straight ahead at the entrance to the dining hall. Her chest rises in slow motion as her lips part with the hint of a shaky breath. “Aria,” I say, and her name slips from me like an admonishment, “I said come.” The demand is there, but the look she gives me in return is one of defiance and betrayal. There’s so much hate in the dark greens and ambers of her eyes that I almost regret this.
But she needs this. That hate for me won’t be there for long.
Stephan and Romano’s shared rumble of deep laughter is the only sound in the large room as they see her. With the blood-red velvet curtains shut tightly, the only light in the room shines down from the scattered crystals on the chandelier.
The smell of beef wellington, seated beautifully at the center of the table, greets us as we enter the room. The light shines off the butcher’s knife beside it.
Aria’s walk is hesitant but she obeys me, even if there are tears in her eyes.
“I was beginning to think I’d have to come up and get you,” Jase says as I take Aria’s hand in mine and motion for her to kneel beside my chair across from Stephan. Her palm is clammy, and her grip tight as she lowers herself to the floor. The pain I feel for her is nothing compared to what she’ll have in only moments.
As quickly as she can, she tears her hand from mine. And again, laughter from the two guests echoes off the walls.
“Still so defiant.” Romano’s eyes sparkle, but I ignore him, taking my seat.
I hate that for the moment I can’t keep my hand on hers, but soon I’ll have her again.
“No need,” I tell Jase, meeting his gaze and forcing a smile on my lips that grows as I turn my attention to Stephan, nodding a greeting and then turn to Romano. “Thank you for coming, gentlemen.”
“The pleasure is all mine,” Stephan says at the same time as Romano nods his head, the thin smile growing on his lips and turning wicked.
“It’s a delight to see you’ve taken a liking to our gift.”
Anger burns deep in my chest at the memory of him having his hands on her only weeks ago, but it stays where it is as I return his smile, placing my hand on the back of Aria’s head. She remains stiff, not leaning into my touch, which only intensifies the fire inside of me. But I will have patience, even if she tests me.
“I wish I could see her better,” Stephan says, sitting up from his seat for a moment and making a comical face. Jase gives him a bit of laughter, I’m sure because he knows what’s coming. He’ll enjoy this, but not nearly as much as I will.
“No sense of humor?” Stephan speaks to Daniel and then glances at Declan, both of them quiet. It’s only the seven of us in the room, although the kitchen is abuzz with the sound of dishes being plated. And the men waiting for my order.
“I know a few jokes,” Daniel says wryly, but then he picks up his drink and leaves the unspoken words hanging in the air. Romano’s shoulders stiffen and a hard gaze meets his eyes.
“Come up here, Aria,” I say and pat my lap and then glance at Stephan. “I’d like for our guests to see you better.”
From the corner of my eye, I see Romano’s tension ease. The room is silent, so silent I can hear my songbird swallow as she stands up on weak legs. I’m quick to pull her into my lap, pressing my hand against her ass and reminding her of last night. Her eyes widen, and she gasps, thrilling the men she doesn’t dare look at.
“Excuse her,” I speak to no one in particular. “She’s not used to company.”
With all eyes on her, I place her exactly how I’d like her, nestling her ass into my crotch and wrapping my arm around her waist. “Relax,” I whisper into her ear, knowing full well the other men can hear me. Her hair tickles against my jaw and shoulder as I move it from one side of her back to the other so I can expose her neck.
“You can’t say hello to an old friend?” Stephan asks.
“If I recall, she’s more fond of begging.” Romano’s comment doesn’t go unnoticed.
“She’s a little frightened,” I say before kissing the crook of her neck and feeling her body relax for the first time, although I know the moment will be gone before I’d like.
“One of the many Talverys who will fall to their knees,” Stephan gloats and raises his glass to toast, but I don’t reciprocate.
“I thought she would, but she betrayed me last night,” I tell them and reach for a goblet of water.
“Betrayed?” Romano’s voice is low.
I nod and look to see how my brothers react to my words.
“I thought she was doing well?” Jase comments and leans forward in his seat to look at Aria, his stare commanding her to look at him, which she does, but only for a moment. Her head is held high, but her glassy gaze stares at nothing.
“She tried to kill Daniel,” I tell Jase and he gives me a look of shock but then turns to Daniel, who’s smiling.
“Kill you?” he questions Daniel.
“As if she could,” he says, leaning back in his seat. Aria struggles to breathe as we talk about her in front of her like her presence is a meaningless joke. But everything has a purpose.
“It was only a knife.” Daniel looks at me as he answers, and I reach for the one in front of me.
“This one?” I ask him, and Aria rocks forward a moment, her ability to stay strong being questioned. When I peer up at her, her eyes are shut tightly. “Look at me, Aria.” My words are lethal on my tongue.
Instantly, her eyes open and a scattering of tears lines her lashes. Instead of wiping them away, I hold up the knife and ask, “This one?”
She shakes her head gently. “No,” she says, the word a mere whisper. I can feel the pounding of her heart.
“Take it,” I demand as I grab her hand and put it over the handle of the knife. “Would you like to use it on him now?” I ask her.
“No,” she says and her voice trembles, but again she shakes her head and answers me. “How about on me?” I offer her. “Would you like to slit my throat, Aria?”
“No.” Her answer is a barely spoken breath and her grip on the knife loosens.
“I told Daniel this morning,” I begin, addressing Romano to my right and giving him my full attention, “that it was his fault. There was no fear of him and what he’d do to her.”
Romano considers me, his brow raising and his lips turning down into a frown before he nods in agreement. “Fear is powerful.”
“I choose other tactics,” Daniel speaks up and then looks at Aria as he adds, “I let her do what she thought she needed to, so she could at least feel that she’d tried.” His voice is neutral, devoid of the empathy I know he has for her. It’s all a show. That’s the real difference between us; Daniel likes to hide behind an image.
I am the image of what’s to be feared. It exists in my being and there’s no hiding it.
“Do you remember me, Aria?” Stephan dares to ask her, leaning across the table to be every bit closer to her that he can.
“Oh, she does,” I answer for her as she struggles to respond. “My poor Aria, I know this is hard for you,” I say and hold her tighter, although she’s stiff doing her best to stay seated on my lap.
“I imagine it is,” Stephan says and then adds, “She’s grown to be just as beautiful as her mother.”
My blood sings with both rage and vengeance, and it’s a feeling I adore. A smile creeps across my lips as I confide in him, “She sings for me, but the memory of you is strong enough to stop it.” I turn to Aria, letting my finger trail over her shoulder to slip a lock of hair to her back and then turn to Stephan. “I can’t have that.”
Confusion mars his face for a moment and I let time pass for a moment in deadly silence.
“I could give her a different memory to hold onto,” Stephan suggests and the laugh that creeps from Romano’s gut is tight with tension.
“I don’t believe Carter enjoys sharing,” Romano comments, but I hold up my hand to stop him, speaking only to Stephan.
“I do believe she needs a different memory. I’m tired of hearing her cry out in her sleep.” As I speak, Aria’s expression crumples and I pull her closer to me, forcing her back to my chest and whisper in her ear, “Should I let Stephan fuck you?” I don’t let them see the anger, the hate, the deep-seated pain of watching my songbird relive the memories in front of her tormentor. They can’t see yet, but they will suffer. I swear they will pay.
Deep in my core, I have the fear of breaking Aria, of pushing her too hard, but she needs this.
“Carter,” Jase warns, and I only shoot him a gaze of contempt. If this is to go as planned, Romano is the witness whose testimony matters. His perception is the only one that matters.
Aria breaks down at the mere question, her reality again failing her. Each bit of her shatters with hope fading from her very existence. It’s then I know I’ve truly broken her and the beautiful shards of what used to be Aria Talvery can fill the crevice of my soul she broke long ago. And I can use those pieces how I’d like. Creating perfection in her from what’s been broken.
As she gasps an answer, a plea from her lips that only I can hear, I pull her tighter to me, feeling her warmth and her small body pressed securely against mine. The knife is still in her hand, although weakly held.
“You still have the knife, Aria,” I remind her. “Would you like to cut me now?” As I ask her the question, her hazel-green eyes strike me with every ounce of pain she feels at this moment. “Why are you doing this to me?” she asks, her small voice revealing her agony.
I let my fingers slip up her dress as Romano says something I don’t care to listen to.
Letting my lips trail along the back of her neck, I whisper just for her. “Do you think I’d let him fuck you?” I ask her and press my fingers to her clit, forcing her to push back and feel my cock on her bruised ass, hard at the very thought of what’s coming. “That I would let him even imagine taking what’s mine?” The hiss of my voice travels throughout the dining room, but I’m certain no one could know for sure what I’ve asked her.
Her eyes, still shining with unshed tears, finally meet mine and stare back at me as she whispers, “No.”
A smile threatens to pull at my lips and I let it as Romano and Stephan cluck their tongues in disapproval, as if they have any control at all over her. As if they know what’s coming.
I rock her into my lap again and the sweet gasp that parts her lips brings a light to her eyes. A light that I’ve given her. Only me.
Bringing my lips to the shell of her ear, I whisper, “Do you think I’d ever,” I stress the word, “let him touch you?” As I prompt her, the demeanor of my guests change.
“No,” she says with the strength of realization. My sweet girl. I watch as her breathing calms and she glances at Stephan and then Romano before looking back at me and answering me again, her head shaking and letting those locks play around her bare shoulders. “No,” she repeats softly.
“She’s rather bold, don’t you think?” Romano asks Jase, who doesn’t respond to him.
“I love how strong she is,” I say aloud, ignoring the comments from Stephan at the end of the table for a moment before adding, “Her will was difficult to break, but it was worth it.”
Declan speaks up, tired of the show I imagine. He has no patience and he states pointedly, “The dinner is getting cold.”
“Of course.” I lean back in my seat and splay my hand against Aria’s stomach to push her small body against mine. “Would you like to carve the meat, Aria?” I ask her and glance behind me toward the kitchen. “Bring out the plates in just a moment,” I call out and catch Romano’s gaze. “This chef is to die for.”
“I can hardly wait,” he says beneath his breath.
“Aria,” I tell them, “will cut the wellington and serve us, I think.” A half grin ticks up the corners of my lips as Romano smiles.
“I didn’t expect this from you,” he tells me, and I cock a brow at him. “I didn’t think you enjoyed this as much as you seem to.”
My grin widens. “You have no idea how much I enjoy this.” Tonight, my songbird will be changed forever. And I’m the one who will give it to her. She will never fear anyone but me ever again.
“You have her sit at the table?” Stephan questions me with a glint of humor in his eyes. His thin lips twitch into a smile and I manage a smile back, remembering that this is for her. She’s the one to do it. My grip on her waist tightens, to keep me from ruining everything.
“You do as you’d like in your home, but do not question me in mine.” My words are sharp and not to be taken lightly. They force the smile off his pale face while Romano coughs at the head of the table.
“I think he only means that we were expecting to see her on the floor… where slaves belong.”
Picking up the large butcher knife on the table, I put the knife firmly in Aria’s hand and command her to carve the beef wellington. She can barely reach, and I do my best to balance her as she reaches over the table, the sharp blade piercing the puff pastry shell with a slight crack that’s audible in the silent room.
My breathing comes in harder and harder, knowing what’s next. I can taste the sweetness of it already as the meat falls onto the platter.
“Carter has a soft spot for her, I think,” Jase offers, and he and Daniel share a look. One of my brothers on each side of me. Both of them ready for when I cue the kitchen.
“I want a nice meal, for fuck’s sake,” I say with a touch of humor to break the tension and put both Stephan and Romano at ease. “We start a war tomorrow. And technically, shots have already been fired,” I say, and shrug then place a small bit of meat onto the platter as Aria’s movements become strained.
“Yes. Here’s to victory,” Romano says, raising the glass of champagne in front of him. The bubbly liquid rises in the air, and with it, both of his hands. It’s like I’m watching in slow motion as I turn my attention to Stephan and see him do the same. An empty hand palm up on the table and his other raised in the air, holding a glass.
“Cheers, bring out the dinner,” I call out as I raise my glass, not bothering to reach for my gun.
My voice rings out and our men from the kitchen bring out the serving dishes. My closest men, disguised as servers, quickly make their way around the room with their trays.
They unveil each of the covered platters at once to reveal their guns, aimed at both Romano and Stephan. All while Aria’s carving the meat with shaky hands.
Stephan and Romano both suck in a breath but keep their hands raised even as curses fill the air, as do the sound of pistols being cocked.
Aria drops the knife on the table, her shoulders hunched and a squeal of both terror and surprise forcing her backward and into my arms. I wish I could have warned her, but Romano is going to live to tell the tale.
Her shoulders are cold in my embrace as I pull her close and whisper, “You’re all right.”
All three of my brothers raise their loaded guns, but I keep my hands on Aria, still trembling. Declan, seated at the opposite head, keeps his gun pointed at Romano and my other two brothers keep theirs pointed at Stephan as they face him.
“What the fuck is this?” Romano is quick to speak with indignation and attempts to lower his arm. My eyes pierce into Stephan’s, who’s staring straight at me with a bitter hate that I’m used to seeing from men I’ve fucked over. It’s always followed by the milky gaze of dead eyes. He doesn’t dare lower his arm. Because he knows the truth better than Romano does.
I hear the distinctive sound of a gun with a silencer going off, but I don’t bother to look and verify that the bullet landed just behind Romano as a warning shot. My eyes stay fixed on Stephan’s. Just as his are on me.
“This is a show for you, Romano,” I finally speak when he stands abruptly. “Help him sit, Jase.”
Without a word, my brother rises and I can just barely see Aria in my periphery. My sweet, haunted girl. She grips the table and watches intently as Jase pulls out the chair for Romano, waiting for him to sit a few feet away from the table where his hands can easily be seen.
Jase stays behind him, his gun still trained on Romano although now he could easily shoot Stephan as well. But his death is for Aria, and Aria alone.
“The knife, Aria.” I address only her. She’s so small on my lap as she looks at me and then slowly around the room. She’s hesitant to pick the knife back up and the cursing yell from Stephan nearly startles her into dropping it again.
The rage in my blood turns from a simmer to a boil. “Even now he holds a fear over you, my Aria,” I tell her in a low voice of reprimand. “I won’t allow it.”
I can feel her skin turn cold as she waits for my command. She’s barely breathing, still scared and confused. With the knife in her hand, I pull her back into my lap, taking my time to calm her so she can see clearly.
Fear can cloud everything, turning reality into falsehoods.
“Are you mad at me, songbird?” I ask her gently, cupping her jaw in my hand. I can feel her swallow tightly and peek back at Stephan before looking at me. “Why?” she asks me with such sadness.
“You needed this,” I whisper against her lips, nearly pressing mine to hers in an effort for her to understand how crucial this moment is, both for her and for us.
Her bottom lip quivers as tears prick the back of her eyes. “I thought you were giving me to him,” she confesses as her voice cracks and her shoulders shudder.
Gripping her tighter I speak clearly, loud enough for everyone in this room to hear. “You are mine and Romano lied to me when he gave me to you,” I hiss.
“Bullshit!” Romano dares to interrupt me and my hackles rise, the anger brimming. But I’ll deal with him once I’m through with Aria. She will always come first.
“You were damaged.” Her expression crumples at my words, shame filling her hazel eyes as I add, “You were so fucking broken I couldn’t have my hand in it.” I turn my head to sneer at Stephan. “Not when someone else has such control over you.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, and the tip of the knife hits the table as her grip loosens.
“Did I tell you to drop the knife?” I ask her and instead of taking the hint and holding it tighter, she drops it to the table, covering her face with her hands and leaning into my chest.
“I really thought…” she pauses as her chest heaves and I give her this moment. I comfort her and make the men wait. They will wait for her. And so will I.
For this I’ve waited so long already, another minute can be spared for her pain.
“I thought,” she continues to stammer, and I kiss her hair, rubbing her back as she tells me, “I thought you were done with me.”
Pulling at her shoulders, I force her to arm’s length in my lap. “Never,” I tell her with all sincerity, feeling the truth down to my core, coursing through my blood and in every thought I could ever have.
Aria’s breathing calms as she stares into my eyes, while a softness I’ve never felt drifts over me. “You scared me,” she whispers.
Running the tip of my nose against hers, I whisper against her lips, “It’s a gift for you.”
When I pull away, her eyes are still closed, but slowly they open and I nod toward the knife.
“Kill him, Aria.”
Romano curses, but one of my men presses the barrel of his gun to his head.
“Pick up the knife and end him.”
I watch Aria’s shaky fingers pick up the knife, and then she stares at her prey. He scowls at her, but she doesn’t back down. Her chest heaves again and the way she holds her chin up lets me know she’s scared but doing her damnedest not to be.
Fear can never hide though.
“I won’t be with you if you don’t,” I tell her and instantly regret the words. Her eyes widen, and she sucks in a breath. “I can’t let you continue like this,” I tell her, wishing I could take back the first words I gave her.
Her eyes flicker from me to Stephan and she nods her head slightly, but still, she doesn’t move.
Even knowing she has the knife in her hand, I lean forward and rest my head against her chest. “This is for you, Aria,” I whisper in the hot space between us. “It’s all for you.”
Inhaling her scent and feeling her body against mine, I kiss her throat and move to the crook of her slender neck. Her nails dig into my shoulder as she gasps.
It’s an apology for the threat I just made that never should have left me.
My lips slip down her shoulder and she moans softly, relaxing into me as my hands travel up her waist.
“Kill him, Aria,” I command her and continue kissing her neck, my touch turning ravenous.
Raking my teeth down her jaw, I worship her.
My brothers are witnesses to what I’d do to have her be completely mine. Romano and the dead fuck Stephan watch with a series of slurs and profanity.
Let them all see. Let the entire fucking world see.
My cock is hard when I pull away, seeing her breathless and in need.
“First, you take care of him.” I nod toward Stephan and then tell her, “And then you will be truly mine.”
Aria’s nod is swift and she’s quick this time to leave my lap, although her touch lingers on my shoulder as she steadies herself.
Three guns are pointed at Stephan, but he’s only looking at her as she rounds the table. I follow her at a distance, giving her this.
Stephan’s smile is grim and unnerving as he sneers, “She’ll never do it. Just shoot--”
Before he can get the last word out, Aria whips her hand through the air, slicing his neck open and forcing blood to pour from his neck. As his hands reach up to his throat, she screams a bloodcurdling sound, slicing again in the same pattern. Only this time, it cuts through his hands, nearly severing one of his fingers.
She doesn’t stop. She stabs frantically into his chest, hitting his arm, his shoulder, his throat again. Her aim is reckless, and my men take a step back, blood drenching his shirt and spraying from his cuts.
She’s savage in the stabs. Chaotic even. For a moment, I want to tear the knife from her for fear of her cutting herself.
She screams out as the knife pierces through the expensive fabric and into his soft flesh, the blood seeping through his clothes. The cry from her is sickening. Not because of the piercing scream, but because of the overt sadness. She kills him with her pain.
“Let it out,” I say without conscious consent. I can see Daniel turn his attention from her to me, but I ignore him. None of them matter right now.
She needs this more than anything.
Romano stands from his seat, backing away and it’s only then that I break my focus on Aria.
“Sit,” I practically snarl. The anger is mostly because he dared distract me from this.
He grits his teeth and feigns irritation as he slowly obeys me, but he can’t deny the utter fear I can see in his gaze.
With both hands on the armrests, he slowly takes his seat and I can focus on Aria again.
Her energy has waned and she’s silent as tears stream down her face. Her small body looks weaker and weaker, but she doesn’t stop stabbing into Stephan’s lifeless body. She’s obviously exhausted, but she doesn’t stop.
Not until I give her the command, my low voice foreboding and dominating in the silent room. “Aria. Give me the knife.”
Her wild eyes glance at me, only for a moment as the knife trembles in her hand and she shakes her head, no.
“Aria,” I raise my voice, forcing it to echo in the room. The only sounds I can hear are the blood rushing in my ears and Aria’s ragged breathing as I grit my teeth and tell her one last time. “Give. Me. The knife.”





HEARTLESS
Book 2

At first, his words were harsh and his touch cold. 
I knew he was a dangerous man and he could destroy me if only he wanted to. 

That’s not what he wanted though. It’s not what he needed. 
It’s not what I desired either. 

It’s so easy to get lost in the touch of a man who’s powerful and unattainable. 
A man who wants for nothing… except me. 
Soft touches and stolen glances made my blood heat and my heart beat in a way I never knew it could. 

Yes, it’s easy to fall into a haze of lust and desire. 
But there’s a reason his reputation is one of a heartless man. 
And I should have known better.





PROLOGUE
Carter

Rain is coming. The kind of rain that makes your bones ache. The dark gray sky is streaked with dry lightning that splinters the crack of pain even deeper.
There’s only so much a man can take. Only so far he can be pushed to the brink and still want to survive.
First, my mother lost her fight with cancer.
Then Tyler, my youngest brother, was struck and killed by a car.
And now, my father has been murdered in cold blood.
The blame for my father’s death is easy to place. A group of thugs who wanted the highest high, and they were willing to do whatever it took to chase it.
They didn’t fear my father. Not like they fear me.
I know that’s why they waited for him to be the one on the street corner, instead of me dealing from the back of the truck. When my mother died, selling drugs was what we needed to do to pay the bills. But months have passed, and it’s more than an income stream now. Dealing, and the fighting that comes with, it is now my obsession.
I’m not just peddling dope or selling off stolen prescriptions. The drug trade is lucrative beyond anything I could have ever dreamed.
But Talvery taught me more than anyone else could.
He taught me where the boundaries were. Taught me what fear is capable of.
He showed me what it takes to make the pain go away and replace it with something more addictive than heroin. Power is everything.
And I feel it flowing through my veins.
Crack! Lightning strikes again, followed by a boom and shaking of the ground.
Rain is coming, but I’ll stand here for as long as it takes.
The priest’s voice is a dull monotone and the cries from distant family members, who I’ve only ever seen a handful of times in my life, numb me.
The casket in which my father’s body lies reflects the first droplets of water. The sprinkling is just the beginning of the downpour threatening to fall any minute now.
He would still be alive if they’d had the same fear of him that they have of me. If he’d learned the hard lesson Talvery had taught me months ago.
Revenge will come for the pricks who killed my father. Not because I love him. Or loved, rather. I think I hated him in the last few years. Truly and deeply despised the piece of shit he became when my mother got sick. The realization is freeing.
That’s not why I’ll hunt down each and every one of those assholes and take a baseball bat to them in their sleep, or a gun to the side of their heads as they creep through dark back alleys, or a knife along their throats in the restrooms of their favorite bars. One by one, I’ll kill them all.
It’s not because I want revenge or because I don’t want my father’s death to go unanswered.
No. I’ll murder them because they thought they could take from me. They decided it was worth the risk to take from me. Anger rises in my chest, heating my blood and forcing my hands into white-knuckled fists. I have to clench my teeth in an effort to hide the rage.
No one will ever take from me again. They won’t take more of my family. They won’t take a goddamn thing from me. Never again.

THE DAY my father was laid to rest, the demon who had long slept inside of me awakened and destroyed whatever bit of goodness that had lingered in my heart. From that day forward, I decided that everyone would fear me. Simply because it was easier to survive that way, obsessing over the power that fear would bring me.
I craved their fear the way I used to pray for the pain to go away.
It was all-consuming and only the tiniest slivers of this new armor ever broke off. Only when painful memories forced me to confront who and what I used to be. But even the smallest shards of my armor were so easily replaced by the blood of those who dared to threaten what I’d become.
So long as everyone feared me and those closest to me, I would not only survive, I would thrive.
They needed to fear my brothers.
And now they need to fear her. My songbird.
They will. I refuse to let anyone take her.
No one will take her away from me. No one.





CHAPTER 85
Aria

I can’t stop shaking. My entire body is consumed by fear and I’m trembling all over. My hands are shaking chaotically, and I can’t make them stop.
The heavy knife is gripped tighter than I’ve ever gripped anything in my life. I don’t even feel like it’s my hand holding the weapon. Another person’s hand, on top of mine, is forcing it to stay in my grip. To hold it tighter and tighter until it hurts so much that my body begs me to fall to my knees in agony.
I won’t allow my body to betray me. I can’t drop the knife. I can’t stop myself. The fear and rage are mingling into a concoction that’s far too powerful to deny.
The blood on the blade drips down onto my hand and feels like fire on my skin. The tension, the anger, the pure rage, and terror all boil in my blood as I stare at the dead, milky white eyes of the monster in front of me.
I can’t look at Carter. I can’t rip my gaze from the motionless stare of Alexander Stephan.
I’m waiting for him to blink. To jump up and grab me. The fear I feel is paralyzing, but the adrenaline coursing through me is going to burst my veins. He’s limp in the chair, his throat split wide open although the blood isn’t gushing anymore. It’s only a slow trickle at this point.
It reminds me of the way my mother’s throat was slit. The way he did it.
I remember it so clearly. That scene has haunted my dreams for as long as I can remember. How he stood behind her after he’d abused her. How he didn’t do it slowly; instead it was vicious and violent. It was all I could think to do to him here in this chair and at my mercy when Carter handed me the knife.
“Aria,” Carter’s voice breaks through my terror and the memory as he commands, “Give. Me. The. Knife.” His words mix with the sound of my heavy breathing.
Carter’s voice is demanding and on the edge of anger. I barely peek at him, the fear of Stephan waking and taking the knife from me is all too real. Blood seeps into his shirt, and his mangled body is unmoving. But I know he’s going to take the knife back. Stephan will take it and do to me what he did to my mother.
I squeeze the steel handle harder. I won’t let him.
Tears prick my eyes as Carter yells at me, his voice booming in the silent room and sending a violent vibration through my chest. It hurts. It all hurts.
My head shakes in defiance. I shouldn’t disobey him. Bad things happen when I do. The cell. At the thought, my shoulders hunch and my knees go weak, ready to surrender and kneel to the man who’s held me captive yet given me this revenge.
Given me the means to avenge my mother’s death.
But I can’t move. “I can’t,” I say, and my words are weak and fall from my lips like a pathetic whimper. “I won’t.” Those two words come out harder and I reach out, swinging my arm violently in the air and slicing into Stephan’s throat again. In my periphery, I see a man back away, and then another.
A small cry slips through my lips unbidden as Carter wraps his hand around mine, his other hand on my shoulder and keeping me steady as he pries my fingers back. The murmurs of the other men in the room barely register. All I can hear is Carter shushing me, and all I can focus on are Stephan’s eyes. The depths of his irises never seemed as dark as they do now.
The steady shaking of my shoulders turns violent as I try to move backward, away from the monster, away from his grasp. To run and hide like I did all those years ago.
But I can’t. Carter won’t let me.
It’s Carter, I tell myself. Carter is holding me. Focusing on regulating my shaky breathing helps steady me back to reality.
My left knee falls to the ground first and it makes my right knee slam against the ground.
“Shh,” Carter shows me mercy. Stealing the knife from me but guarding me against my fears.
“It’s over,” he whispers as he finally pries the knife from my grasp. And I let him. I let him take it, but I won’t move until I know Stephan is dead.
“He’ll come for me,” the scared child inside of me speaks. He can’t be dead, because then it would be over. And with Stephan, it’s never over. He’s haunted me for as long as I can remember.
“She’s fucking insane.” The sharp and disgusted voice of Romano cuts through my thoughts. Thump, thump. My heart beats harder as I remember where I am. “This is insane,” Romano says with anger.
“Shut up.” Carter’s voice once again tears through my body, thrumming through my blood and for the first time, I close my eyes. But then I remember Stephan is only feet from me, and they fly open again.
The room falls silent, just as Carter commanded. His fingertips are gentle on my shoulders, one hand on each as he lowers his lips to my ear and tells me, “Go upstairs and wash yourself off.”
My head shakes on its own, my eyes not moving from the body in the chair in front of me.
“He’s not dead,” I speak softly as if it’s my excuse. Logically, I know he’s dead. He must be. But the fear that he’s not is so real, so visceral that I can’t contain it. I can’t shut it down.
Carter’s grip on me tightens as I hear him breathe heavier before huffing a low sound mixed with a grunt of anger. The second he moves away from me, all I feel is the chill of loneliness.
With one heavy step, Carter kicks over the chair, sending Stephan’s heavy body to the floor with a thud, and again the men back up while Romano says something I can’t hear. It all turns to white noise as Carter kicks the limp body. Stephan’s head falls to the side and I have to move to my right, my knees rubbing against the unforgiving floor as I look into his eyes. Still open, still staring aimlessly.
“He’s dead, Aria. He’s fucking dead!”
My head shakes as my pulse quickens, the palms of my hands sweaty. “He can’t be,” I say but my words are weak.
Carter leans over the dead body, gripping my chin in both of his hands and pulling me closer to him, but I react quickly, terrified that Stephan could reach up. That he would get me if I dared to take my eyes from his.
“Un-fucking-believable.” Carter’s mutter sends hatred through me. Hatred toward myself and my cowardice. How many years have I woken in sheer horror at the vision of the man lying dead at my feet? Enough that logic betrays me, making me think there’s no way that he’s dead.
“I’ll give you his head,” Carter says and not understanding, my eyes lift to his for only a moment, but he’s already crouching down, the knife in his hand. He lifts it high in the air and strikes it against the open wound in Stephan’s throat. His muscles tense in his neck as he hardens his jaw. Anger is evident in his strained expression as he strikes again and again, taking his frustration out on Stephan’s neck.
He holds the knife in place, sweating and panting with both anger and exertion. Carter’s shoe slams against the slick side of the knife. Over and over each thrust of his leg is accompanied with more power, more anger—no, outrage, that Stephan’s neck doesn’t split beneath the blade. My body jolts with each impact, and the awe of watching Carter destroy Stephan by tearing his head from his body slowly helps restore my sanity.
A crunch that makes my gut twist and turn echoes through the room, as does the deep growl of irritation that rumbles from Carter in a snarl. As Carter lifts his bloodstained shoe, Stephan’s head rolls backward, parted from his body.
My erratic heartbeat settles as Carter stands tall in front of me. His usually impeccable suit is a wrinkled mess against his tanned skin. He drops the jacket to the floor and rolls up his sleeves one by one, taking his time as he steadies his breathing. I watch every bit of him morph back into the controlled man I know him to be. With blood splattered on his shirt, his hard jawline seeming even harder in the light from the chandeliers above us, Carter has never looked more dominating as he towers over me.
Men talk around us, but they don’t exist in this moment. Not when Carter’s dark eyes pierce through mine and the shards of silver in them hold me hostage.
“Upstairs.” The word slips from my lips before he opens his mouth. I watch as his tongue wets his lower lip and he considers me. His eyes leave mine to trail down my body and then back up, and it’s only then I remind myself to breathe. “Upstairs to wash myself,” I repeat Carter’s command from a moment ago, letting my gaze move to Stephan’s beheaded body.
When I raise my eyes back to Carter’s, I know he was waiting for me to look back up at him.
I’ve left him waiting.
I’ve disobeyed him.
Everything moves around me slowly as I regain what little composure I have left.
Carter steps over Stephan’s dead body and grips my chin forcefully in his hand. I can’t breathe as he lowers his lips to mine, his eyes never leaving mine and tells me calmly with a voice loud enough for everyone to hear, “He’ll never have power over you again. The only thing you have to fear, is me.”





CHAPTER 86
Carter

“What the fuck is this, Cross?” Romano feigns anger in his voice, but the terror is unmistakable.
Picking up Stephan’s untouched and still neatly folded cloth napkin from the table, I wipe the blood from my hands and arms.
My shoulders rise and fall as I go over the last ten minutes. So little time for so much to happen. Romano isn’t meant to die tonight, but I lost my composure. If he doesn’t pull his shit together over Stephan dying, I’ll have no choice but to kill him.
Or, if I think he’ll speak a word that could ruin everything I’ve built and everything I have planned.
I can’t hide what she does to me. I can’t disguise the power Aria has over me when she doesn’t listen.
Romano knows too much.
The thought forces my neck to tilt to the side and crack. And then to the other side as Romano asks again, “You set me up?”
The indignation in his voice is sickening. As if I owe him any loyalty. Dropping the napkin to the floor, I walk toward Romano, my shoes crushing fallen glass underfoot as I near him.
“He’s a traitor,” I say simply. “He was a traitor.” Romano swallows and his hands ball into fists and then loosen. His gaze shifts to each person in the room. All of them with me, and none of them with him.
I could so easily destroy him. Take him out and be done with him. And then I wouldn’t have to worry about the impression I’ve left him with. I wouldn’t have to worry about him telling anyone else what Aria means to me.
But at that very thought, I know I’ll let him live and walk out of my home unscathed.  I want them all to know.
My eyes close at the realization. As I take a deep breath and fall into the calmness of my decision, I hear Jase’s voice cut through the fog.
“We received some information from our leak at the Talvery headquarters,” Jase says and then adds, “Stephan couldn’t be trusted.” His voice is calm. Calmer than Romano’s as he replies with some sort of defense. I can’t focus on what he says; all I can do is replay each moment in my mind, trying to decipher how Romano viewed it. How my brothers saw me. How the men who work for me watched me lose control.
They’ll all know what she means to me. What she can do to me. I want every one of those pricks to know.
As my eyes slowly open, I see Romano and I grin at him, a slow methodical grin.
“Relax, Romano,” I tell him as I reach out and grip his right shoulder. I give his shoulder a firm squeeze.
I listen to his breathing hitch and watch as his pupils dilate. I’ve seen this look so many times before. The look of fear and hope mixing in the eyes of my enemies is undeniably familiar to me.
“He had to be dealt with, and I know you had a soft spot for him,” I tell him evenly, giving his shoulder another slight squeeze as I force a faint, but kind smile to my lips. “I didn’t want anyone to think you had a hand in this.” I release him and add, “I know you two were close.”
With my back to him, I survey the room, and a few of my men are cleaning up the evidence already. This isn’t the first time blood has been shed in this room and they’re more than capable of making it go away. The glass clinks as it’s swept up.
“I don’t have any room for traitors in my alliances,” I speak to Romano, although I still have my back to him.
“I could have been informed,” he responds, and I finally turn to him again.
“I thought you would enjoy the show. I was told you have a fondness for theatrics.” A flash of fear sparks in his eyes and I have to school my expression to keep the sheer delight from showing. The only thing that makes this moment better is knowing that Aria is upstairs, and she’ll be waiting for me.
“Next time, I’ll be sure to tell you in advance.” With my final words, I nod to Jase.
“I’ll show you out,” Jase says to Romano with a smirk and heads to the door, not waiting for his response. I merely stare at the old man and his ill-fitting suit that’s rumpled and marred by a small splatter of red up his arm. His eyes narrow and his chest rises once with a heavy breath. I can only imagine the taste of blood in his mouth as he bites his tongue.
“Next time,” are his parting words and they’re followed by the hollow sound of his footsteps as he leaves the room.
“You want to keep any of him, boss?” Sammy asks. He’s a young kid, but smart and eager to learn. Crouched near Stephan’s body, he gestures to the head. “Or trash it all?” He looks up at me without any fear, but in its place is respect. I think that’s why I like the kid. A very large part of me envies him. He never went through the shit I did. He didn’t have to learn the way I did.
“Burn all of him. No trace. I don’t want a single piece of that prick left in here.”
Sammy nods once and immediately gets to work.
“How long until he turns on us?” I hear Jase’s question from behind me and I turn to face my brother.
“He’d already turned on us, remember?” I remind him and Jase only smirks at me.
“He was still willing to deal with us while ripping us off. But I imagine that’s going to change now.” He leans against the wall and slips his hands in his pockets as he watches the men clean up the room.
“Both Talvery and Romano will come for us. You know that, right?” Daniel asks as he moves to join us. Declan follows and the four of us form a circle in the corner of the room.
“As long as they don’t join forces, it doesn’t matter,” I respond without thinking. My thoughts immediately go back to Aria. Consequences be damned; this was for her.
“What’s to stop them from doing that?” Declan asks. He wasn’t concerned before tonight. Of all four of us, he’s the least interested and the least informed. Because of that, I imagine he was the most shocked as well.
“A decade-long feud, greed, arrogance?” Jase answers.
“All of this, and for what?” Daniel’s question comes out harder. “It was for her, wasn’t it?”
Silence engulfs us for a moment as I watch my brother.
“There was no reason to go about it like this. To make a scene and piss off Romano like that.”
“It had to be done.” Jase is quick to answer and firm with his response.
“But we didn’t have to make Romano an enemy. Not now, not when Talvery is coming for us.” Daniel’s anger is evident, but more so, he’s scared. Scared because Addison is here with us.
“She’s safe,” I tell him, moving to the heart of his concern.
My brothers are quiet as I take in Daniel’s stance. He’s tired and anxious. “I want this shit to end, but now we’ve added gasoline to the fucking fire.”
Jase answers before I can. I’m struck by the fact that I never considered Addison. I didn’t care what the cost was for giving Aria the revenge she so desperately needed. “The guns are in, we just have to spread them and hit them hard.”
“Who are we hitting? Talvery? Or Romano?” Daniel asks Jase, but then all three of my brothers look at me. All of them wanting to know.
Daniel doesn’t hold back his concern as he says, “I know you’ve been lying to us. And now you brought war to our doorstep for her.”
“I never lied,” I mutter, and my words are a harsh whisper. Anger seeps into my blood as I watch the chaos in Daniel’s eyes heat.
“What does she mean to you?” he asks as if my answer will assuage all of his fears.
Only if I answer truthfully.
Jase’s gaze moves to the men behind us and then back to me with a subtle unasked question and I nod my head.
“Leave us,” I call out and wait to speak until the sounds of men shuffling out of the room subside. My brothers are patient. Not speaking and holding back until we’re left alone.
“She’s getting to you,” Daniel speaks softly. “You’re making calls for all of us, but she’s clouding your judgment.”
His words feel like a knife in my back.
“You’re questioning me?” I ask him, not holding back the bite of anger, but deep inside I know it’s for me. I’m angry because he’s right. My brow pinches and I force in a deep breath and then another, staring behind my brother at the soft gray wall where bright red blood is smeared.
“She saved my life,” I tell them while turning to look away. Guilt washes through me. I know I was thinking of her, not of us. But this was meant to happen. I can feel it ringing inside of me like a singular truth never has. “And I hated her for it.” The confession comes out with a gentleness and careful touch.
The silence from my brothers begs me to look at them. To know for certain their reaction to my confession. Although there’s a hint of shock in Daniel’s eyes, there’s something else there too. Something I can’t place.
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Jase asks. “She saved you?” he adds for clarification.
“It was years ago, the night Dad had to call his friend in.” I know they know what I mean by the reference. There was only one night Dad called in a favor for me. One night where I almost met death.
“Shit,” Declan bites out and runs his hand down his face. He was only a child. It was so long ago.
“As long as I’m living and breathing – she will be mine.” My response is brutal and unmoving. “Whether she likes it or not.”
“You took her because you hated her for saving you?” Daniel asks although there’s no confrontation in his tone, nothing but genuine curiosity and concern.
“I wanted her to know what it was like to wish you could just die and not have to live another day with the person you’ve become.” I almost tell him I didn’t know that I loved her. But I change the words as I add, “I didn’t know that I cared for her. Not until she came here.”
She gave me a new reason to live. Not only all those years ago when she saved me, but also this past month when I finally got her beneath me.
The silence stretches between us and it feels suffocating. I’ve never felt shame for what I’ve become, because everything I am and everything I’ve done is for the three men who stand in front of me, judging what I’ve told them.
“And Stephan?” Declan asks. He’s the only one of the three who didn’t know why I was letting Aria kill him. He didn’t care to know, like so many other things he’d rather not be aware of.
“He raped and murdered her mother. She cries at night in her sleep because of him.”
The dark pit of sadness that narrowly exists within me expands at the memory of the first night I realized the power he had over her. “I had to give her this,” I explain and my last word hisses from my lips.
Jase is the first to nod in agreement, followed by Declan and then, finally, Daniel.
“They’re all going to be coming for us now,” Daniel says, but this time his voice welcomes the challenge. The moment of wondering what my brothers think of me, what they think of her, ends as quickly as it came.
I answer Daniel the only way I know how. With the only acceptable answer there is.
“Let them come.”





CHAPTER 87
Aria

I don’t know how long I’ve been shaking. My hand trembles as I reach for the faucet and turn the scalding water even hotter. My skin is bright red, but I can’t feel anything. Everything is numb and out of my control as I lean against the tiled wall. My knees quiver and my body begs me to heave. The heavy diamond on the necklace ever present around my neck hits the tile of the stall and I hold on to it as if it can save me or take me away.
Is this what it feels like to kill someone? I’ve only seen two people die in front of me before.
My mother was the first. And the second ruled my life until the fateful day Carter changed my life forever.
I remember thinking about that second time when I watched someone’s life being taken in front of me, right as I stood at the side of the bar. Completely unaware that when I entered, my entire life would change forever. I just wanted my notebook back.
I suck in a deep breath of the hot steam as I lean my head back against the tile and close my eyes. The memory takes me back to only weeks ago, but that memory is far better than the reality of my bloodstained skin.

SHOVING my hands in my pockets to keep them warm, I let my fingers trace over the keys to my car. It’s the only weapon I have.
And keys are a weapon. I’ve seen someone slice a hole in a guy’s throat with a key. I stood there numbly as the man’s hands tried to reach his neck, but my father’s men gripped his wrists and pulled them behind his back. Blow after blow, each one puncturing his skin as he was restrained and unable to defend himself.
A chill flows over my skin at the memory and it takes me a minute to realize I’m not breathing.
I remember the sound of sneakers kicking small rocks across the pavement. The sound of the busy street at the other end of the alley.
Three men my father employs were supposed to be escorting me back home from the studio I wanted to rent, but they decided to take a detour.
And I stood there in shock; it all happened so quickly.
Mika was with me then. His thin lips tipped up into the evilest smile I’d ever seen. That smile held pure joy. Joy at my shock? Or my horror? Maybe my pain, because I knew the man they’d killed.
Mika’s dark black hair was slicked back. His beard was shaved off and it was only stubble that caressed his skin that night. Conventionally speaking, Mika’s a good-looking man with a deep, rough voice that can bring any woman to her knees.
But I’ve seen who he really is. And knowing he’s the man I’ve come to see and make demands of, sends a spike of fear through me.
But I won’t let anyone steal from me. I can’t let them push me around and let them think I’m weak. And like my father says, it’s time for me to demand respect. It’s what the Talverys do.

MY EYES slowly open to the sound of the water hitting the bare tile. Every movement, every noise, makes my body tense.
I try to steady my breathing, ragged from the memories. The one of the night I was taken, and the other of that night two years ago when I saw a man murdered. I didn’t leave home for a long time after that, and I never moved out. My father wanted it that way anyway.
I thought I knew what fear was before I walked into that bar. I was wrong.
Staring at the lifeless corpse of a man whose existence has tormented you for years is true fear. It wasn’t until his head rolled away from his body on the carpet, that I could even consider the possibility that he would never hurt me again.
My gaze drifts to the pool of water at my feet. The water contains dark red splotches until it swirls and morphs to pink as it flows to the drain.
First, I watched my mother’s death.
Then the death of a man who betrayed my father.
And now I’ve killed the man who betrayed both of my parents.
I wait for a sense of relief, or victory—righteousness, maybe. But nothing comes. There’s only a hollow emptiness in my chest and a flood of unwanted memories.
The sound of the glass door to the shower sliding open nearly tears a scream from my throat.
Mika, my father, Stephan… of all the men responsible for me leading a life riddled with fear, none of them compare to the man standing in front of me. The steam billows around him as it exits the shower stall, allowing the chill of the cooler air to leave goosebumps along my skin.
Carter’s gaze narrows as he assesses me, glued to the wall and still shaking, still struggling to do anything. I’ve never felt so weak in my life as I do right now.
Killing Stephan may have felt freeing during the moments the knife sliced into him, but I’ve never been so chained to memories as I am in this instant.
“What are you doing?” His deep voice comes out a question, but I don’t think he expects me to answer.
“I can’t stop shaking,” I tell him in a staccato cadence that reflects my inability to do anything clearly. Each word is forced out as I grip my wrist with my other hand and will it to stop, finally letting go of the gem.
Carter doesn’t answer me. Instead, he steps into the stall, still clothed. He hisses through his teeth as the hot water batters his arm and splashes along his bloodstained shirt, now sticking to his skin. He turns the faucet, cooling the water until it’s only warm and no longer scalding hot.
The cool air feels refreshing as it caresses my skin more and more the longer he stands in front of me with the door open. My head feels light and the panic that was all-consuming only a moment ago, wanes.
In one breath, Carter strips from his shirt. In another, he closes the door behind him and pulls me into his arms. The warm water gently splashes along my back in time with Carter’s soothing strokes. It takes a moment for me to return the embrace, to wrap my arms around him and press my cheek to his bare chest.
His heartbeat is steady as he holds me and it’s calming. So calming. The trembling subsides quicker than I could imagine.
My eyes close and I welcome the darkness of exhaustion until Carter clears his throat, startling me from the comfortable silence.
“I’m sorry for telling you that I wouldn’t be with you,” he says and his voice rumbles up his chest. I stay tense against him, caught off guard. I barely remember his words from earlier. Everything happened so quickly; of everything that happened tonight, the last thing on my mind is the threat he gave me before I knew his intentions and every piece of the puzzle fell into place.
An apology is something I would never expect from him.
Carter is never sorry. Carter is unapologetic in everything he does.
Without an answer from me, he continues, “I shouldn’t have said that. And I’m sorry for it.” Another moment passes, and the cloudy haze slowly dissipates until I can peel myself away from him. My nakedness and the reality of what I am to him are slowly coming back to me.
Today has been a whirlwind of emotions. The most prevalent being pain.
I swallow thickly before stepping away from him and out of the flowing streams of water to tell him it’s okay.
I don’t know what else to say.
Pushing the wet hair from my face, I look him in the eyes and the intensity in his gaze sets my body on fire.
“It’s not okay. And it won’t happen again,” Carter replies as his eyes darken and he moves in the suddenly small shower, stalking toward me to place both of his palms against the tile wall on either side of my head.
His broad shoulders eclipse everything else as he towers over me, and the sheer power that radiates from him forces a deep urge of need down to my core. The pulse is uncontrollable and threatens to overcome my senses.
It would be so easy to fall into his arms. To get lost in the lusty haze that is Carter Cross.
“I forgive you,” I tell him in a single breath and try to swallow down the desire. Suddenly, I’m hotter than I was before. All over, and all at once.
My nipples pebble and my fingers itch to reach out to him, to spear my fingers through his hair and pull his lips down to mine.
But Carter doesn’t kiss me. He never has. My gaze stays pinned to his lips as he lowers them, oh, so slowly, but they pass my own and travel to my shoulder. His rough stubble grazes my neck and makes my pussy throb. His tongue sweeps along my skin and a heat flows through me that I can’t deny.
If I could hold on to this moment and hide from the pain of my reality forever, I would.
Just as I dare to reach up, to let my fingers travel along his shoulders and then higher, a sudden knock at the door cuts sharply through the moment.
The white noise of the shower dims as Jase’s voice carries through the door, calling out to take Carter away from me.
Don’t go, my heart begs me to plead with him. I can’t be alone right now. I’m not okay.
Carter nudges the tip of his nose against mine, letting a soft hum of approval vibrate up his chest before telling Jase that he’s coming. He lowers his voice and looks me in the eyes as he tells me, “Finish here and wait in bed for me.”
The command and heat in his eyes is something I could never refute. “Yes, Carter,” I answer obediently, and it only makes the heat between my thighs grow hotter.
It’s not until he’s gone that I realize how much I want him.
How much I need Carter Cross right now. I have no one else.
And how much that very fact scares me.





CHAPTER 88
Carter

“He said he’s cooled off, but the fucker’s already talking.” Jase updates me the second I step into the den. The adrenaline from tonight had subsided. The ringing in my blood had dulled.
Until I saw Aria still shaking.
One look at her delicate form trembling from the aftershocks changed everything. The normal rush of triumph was replaced instantly by something else. Something I don’t care to look farther into right now.
I need a drink. A strong one, at that.
“We knew we couldn’t trust him,” I answer my brother as the ice clinks in the glass. I fill it with three fingers of whiskey and let it sit on the ice to chill. The amber liquid swirls as I consider every aspect of what we could face from Romano.
I know his friends. I know his enemies. And most owe far more to me than they do him.
“Do we need to send anyone a reminder?” I ask my brother as I lift my eyes to his and throw back the whiskey. If anyone wants to prove themselves to Romano, I need to shut down that train of thought before it turns into anything tangible. A small reminder of what we’re capable of could silence any ideas anyone has of turning on us. It’s best not to entertain any delusions of grandeur they might have.
Jase shakes his head but doesn’t return my gaze. Instead, he taps his finger against the back of the chair he’s standing behind before continuing. “He messaged Talvery,” Jase tells me as the whiskey burns its way down to my gut.
I cock a brow at his statement. “Is that intel from our informant?”
“From one of them,” Jase answers with a confidence I respect.
“So, he told Talvery that I allowed his daughter to kill her enemy. That’s interesting, isn’t it?” I can’t hide the amusement that plays along my lips.
“Not exactly. He only confirmed that we have Talvery’s daughter.”
A sneer of cynicism comes out as a grunt. “Of course, he did,” I say absently as I fill the glass once more.
“And then he left a message for us.” I don’t breathe or move until Jase tells me, “He says he understands and that he enjoyed the show.”
“Fucking prick.” I let the words slip out before downing the alcohol in a single gulp. He’s a coward. Pitting Talvery and me against one another while pretending to stay by my side. Revenge will be sweet when it comes time for that.
The whiskey is still burning down my chest as my brother asks, “Are we still with him? The guns have shipped. We have the upper hand. We can still pull back from our deal.”
“Or side with Talvery?” I ask him and Jase tenses. “We could drop Romano and give the guns to Talvery.”
“Why would we do that?” Jase asks with a glimmer of distrust in his voice as he walks closer to me and then settles against the side table, leaning against it and waiting for me to answer. The adrenaline returns full force as if knowing it would be a fatal mistake to put any trust in Talvery. His greed knows no bounds and to aid him could backfire immediately.
I watch the ice in the glass, seeing nothing but Aria. Hearing her pleas to spare her father.
The way she molded her body to mine in the shower was intoxicating. But she’s still holding back. I would do anything to have her completely. This could be it.
But the risk is considerable.
Give it time, I hear a voice urge in the back of my head, but it can’t be mine. Patience can go fuck itself.
“Of course… Aria.” My brother answers his own question given my silence and then runs a hand down the back of his head. It takes him a moment before he reaches for a glass and then takes the bottle of whiskey from my hand.
I let him. I already know she’s making me think differently than I should. Making my actions unpredictable. She has a control over me that’s undeniable and more and more apparent each day.
“You’ve never let anyone come between you and business before.” He downs the first shot, not waiting for a reply. Sucking the whiskey from his teeth, he asks, “Why her?”
Silence descends upon us. I’ve never told anyone the complete truth. About how I wanted to die all those years ago. I was so close, and she stopped it.
Before tonight, I hadn’t told them that I’d hated her for it. I didn’t tell anyone that I’d prayed for it all to end. That at my greatest moment of weakness, I’d given up.
Until she stopped it all.
Jase considers me for a moment. He’s my second-in-command. My partner in all of this. And I never told him. I didn’t want to speak the truth to life. “I need to know what she means to you at least.”
“Everything.” I don’t hesitate to answer him, although my voice comes out lowly and full of possessiveness.
“And she wants you to side with Talvery. The man who tried to have us all murdered in our sleep? The man who set our house on fire?”
“She doesn’t know.” I’m quick to defend her and even I feel the irritation of it. As if it seeps from the tone of Jase’s voice straight to my head.
“She doesn’t know shit,” he responds with slight agitation, but one look at him and he looks away, staring at the liquid swirling in his glass.
“She’s loyal.”
“She doesn’t owe him her loyalty.” He finally looks at me. He’s not telling me anything I don’t know already. “Does she know about her mother?” he asks.
“It’s a rumor. We can’t prove it.” Even as I answer him, I know I’m merely playing devil’s advocate. I’d do anything in my power to give her hope for the one thing she wants. Mercy toward her father.
“I’d planned to torture it out of Stephan,” I tell my brother, reminding myself. I’d intended to give her truth tonight, along with the vengeance she so desperately needed. “I lost sight of that goal.”
Jase only huffs, although when I glance at him there’s a shimmer of delight in his eyes and a smirk on his lips before he sips the expensive whiskey.
“She’ll never believe me.” As I give Jase yet another excuse, I feel a vise around my heart. Squeezing it tight. “She would never side with me over her father.” The truth is damning.
“I don’t mind telling her.” The ease with which he speaks catches me off guard. He must see it in my face though because he shrugs and adds, “I’ll be gentle, but I’ll make her understand.”
“I don’t want you getting between us.” The rise of anger is something I didn’t expect. Clearing my throat, I return to the whiskey. One more and then I go back to my Aria.
“She’s fucking with your head,” Jase says with a hard edge before adding, “I’ve never seen you like this.”
“Like what?” I ask him, daring him with my tone to question me. Although, I already know the answer.
“Indecisive and emotional. We should have already annihilated them. You’re taking your time and stockpiling more weapons and men than necessary.”
“I don’t want her to hate me.” I expect to see shock in Jase’s expression. Maybe even disgust. She’s a weakness I never intended, but one I refuse to give up.
Although he’s taken aback, he doesn’t argue, and a tiredness sets in his dark eyes. The weight of everything I’ve been feeling is settling down on his shoulders now.
I propose to my brother, “We have to choose. Talvery or Romano.”
“I’ll die before siding with Talvery,” my brother confesses without a hint of emotion. It’s merely a fact. And one I can support and respect, given everything Talvery has done. “I’d rather take them both out.”
Feeling the heat and buzz of the liquor slinking its way into my thoughts, I merely nod and then roll my tense shoulders. I’m tired. Not just of tonight. But tired of fighting.
There’s no way to make it end though. The moment a man stops fighting in this business, is the moment he’s executed.
“We’ve pissed them both off, so it’s better to choose a side and make sure they don’t put their past behind them to take us on together. Just because Romano slipped him intel doesn’t mean anything more than he’s fueling the flames between them… but he knows what he’s doing. He’s redirecting Talvery’s hate.”
Jase’s head falls back as he downs the whiskey and sets the glass down heavily on the tabletop. He breathes out long and low as he nods his head in agreement.
“We can’t let that happen. But between the two, Romano is the best choice.” He stares at me, making sure I listen to his final words. “You already know that. Siding with Talvery will be the end of us.”
He’s not wrong. And dropping my gaze, I give in to what I’d already decided. To what I knew had to happen. Romano can’t be trusted, but he can be manipulated and used. Talvery would slit our throats the second he got a chance. He’s already tried to wipe us out before and failed. And for that reason alone, allowing him any mercy would be a sign of weakness.
Instead of answering my brother, I give him a short nod and turn to leave him, to head back to Aria.
“How is she?” he asks me, changing the subject before I can depart.
“Handling it well, all things considered.” The image of her trembling form in the shower reminds me that she’s not well. “Today was hard on her. I should go back.”
“You should,” he says beneath his breath, although he speaks so quietly I’m not sure if the words were meant for me or for himself.
“It had to be done,” I remind him, and he nods his head in agreement.
Feeling the conversation is over, I start to leave, but he calls out for me one more time.
“Carter…”
Looking over my shoulder, I see the sincerity in my brother’s expression when he tells me, “Be gentle with her.”
   
THE MOONLIGHT FILTERS through the slits in the curtain and washes over Aria’s curves, hidden beneath the covers. Her hair is a messy halo, still damp on the pillow as she lies on her side.
My cock instantly hardens, remembering how I left her. Naked and wanting.
She’s a good girl, my little songbird, so I know she’ll be naked with the exception of my necklace around her throat. She’ll be ready for me to take her.
The words from Jase still ring clear in my head. Be gentle with her.
Jase doesn’t know her like I do, but he knows women far better than I ever have.
The images of me slamming into her and rubbing her clit until she’s screaming my name push me to forget Jase’s advice. To continue fucking Aria into obedience… until the moment I come closer to her.
She’s still trembling. Her hands clutch one another in front of her and her eyes are closed tightly. As if she’s praying in the bed.
Her breathing is a mess of stutters.
Not all of us are made to be killers. I knew that when I gave her the knife and set Stephan up to be her victim.
“It’s the adrenaline,” I tell her quietly, cutting through the hushed night with my tense words. Her body jolts under the sheets and she stiffens, but her hands and shoulders still tremble.
I watch as she swallows and then her lips part. The look in her hazel-green eyes is a mix of utter sadness and fear.
“I can’t stop,” she says, and her words are a whisper.
The need to make it all go away rides me hard as I quickly crawl into bed with her, pulling back the sheets and letting her fall into my arms. “Please, help me,” she begs me.
“Shh,” I hush her, petting her hair and pulling her closer to me. Her small body clutches at mine as if she can’t get close enough. “I shouldn’t have left you,” I whisper out loud and into her hair, feeling the wisps tickle my jaw.
She only responds by moving her hands to my chest and burying her head beneath my chin. She’s so frail in my embrace.
Which is anything but the Aria I know.
Maybe I’ve finally broken her. I already knew I was a monster, but the smile that begs to creep onto my lips at the thought is a validation of that fact. I’m not worthy of a single breath, let alone the woman in my arms.
She’s not broken; a woman like Aria can’t be broken. A voice whispers deep in the back of my mind, where it hides in the crevices. And the smile that begged to come out before forces its way to my face. I can only hide it by kissing her hair as I rub soothing strokes up and down her bare back.
“You’re fine, songbird,” I tell her, and I know she can feel the hum of my deep words with her face pressed so firmly against my chest. “It’s only the adrenaline.”
She doesn’t move from her spot, but her lashes tickle my chest as she opens her eyes and then blinks. Her breath is hot and her nails scratch lightly against my skin, but she doesn’t ask the question on the tip of her tongue. How do I know?
Her hands continue to shake as she attempts to inch even closer to me. With her refusing to let go of me, I reach down and pull the covers tighter around her before telling her my story.
Not all people are made to be killers, but sometimes even the sweetest of creatures have to murder. I may not have ever been innocent, but there was a time when I wasn’t the callous and brutal man I am today.
“The first man I killed was a bartender named Dave,” I speak quietly without pausing my strokes along her back. Kissing her hair again, I stare at a sliver of light that flits across the bedroom floor. I only know Aria is listening because of the flutter of her lashes again. “I was sixteen,” I confess to her as I’m taken back to that night.
“My father didn’t deal with my mother’s impending death all that well.” A huff of ludicrous laughter makes my shoulders shake and her body moves with mine. “He was a coward, I know that now, but to face the deaths of the ones you love… well, I can’t blame him for being a coward, but I can blame him for bringing me down with him.”
“What happened to your mother?” Aria asks gently, and her soft breathing is steady. It’s only then that I see her shaking has turned into a slight tremble.
“She had cancer. It took two years to kill her.” The memory makes my chest feel tight, but I continue with the story, the one that makes me angry, not the one that I don’t have the strength to face. “My father couldn’t stand to see how she deteriorated. So, he drank himself into the man he was without her.”
My gaze drops to the comforter. “I swear he was a good man with her, but knowing he was going to lose her changed him.” My voice lowers, and I force aside the emotions that come with her memory. To vanish into the back of my mind where they belong.
“One night, my father got himself into trouble and my mother was barely breathing.” The image of her on the hospital bed they’d sent to our home for her hospice care causes my voice to crack, but I don’t think Aria can hear it.
“He hadn’t been home in nearly twelve hours and I knew she wasn’t going to make it much longer.” He knew too. He had to have known. We were only boys and even we knew she was going to die. “She died while I was away looking for him.”
Aria’s grip on me loosens, her nails trailing on my chest as her head lifts to look at me. I can feel her gaze on me, but I don’t return it.
I can still hear the way the fall leaves crunched under my sneakers and feel the way the water from the earlier rainstorm seeped into a hole on the bottom of my sole as I trawled through the alleys looking for him.
“He used to go to a few bars I knew.” I was young, but the bartenders knew me by name at that point. Aria doesn’t stop looking at me, and I feel vulnerable and exposed under her eyes.
She makes me weak.
“I found him in the bathroom, beat up pretty bad. He said it was the bartender. I forget what excuse my father had, but then he cried and said he couldn’t move. He cried and that’s something he never did. He always drank away his pain. They beat him up and then cuffed him to the radiator, so they could come back and do it again. And again. All the while my mother waited for him.”
Aria sniffles against my chest and whispers an apology.
As the memories come back to me I tell her, “My father was a poor excuse for a husband. And even a man. But what they’d done…”
I can’t explain to her how the anger spurred me on. In the moment that I thought I was going to lose both of them in one night, the anger is what kept me from breaking down.
Licking my lower lip and trying to play off the hoarseness in my voice as anything but emotion, I continue. “The bartender knew my mother was dying. He knew we were on our own. He could have done a lot of things. He could have called the cops to remove my father. He could have locked the doors. But he wanted to humiliate him. He wanted to have a punching bag as payment for the debt my father owed him.”
I remember the way Dave looked at me that night when I left my father where he was and walked behind the bar to demand the key. He had a smile on his smarmy face. I knew he was a dick the moment I saw him, from his slicked back hair and the glint in his eyes. I’d heard around town that he liked to get the young women who came to his bar drunk and take advantage of them. I didn’t want to believe it though, not when I saw my father laughing with him other nights I’d come to get my drunkard of a father back home.
“I went to get the key and Dave tried to punch me. He was piss drunk. I was only a kid.”
“You never should have had to—”
“In the streets where I grew up, it wasn’t uncommon, Aria.” I cut her off before she can show me sympathy or even begin to suggest that I was too young for what I saw and what I was involved in. I’m not the only one who’s gone through this shit and I won’t be the last. Everyone leads different lives and there are no pretty promises or mercy for some of us.
“I grabbed the chair and I didn’t stop hitting him with it. The other guys there never got up when Dave went after me, but they did come for me. Not at first. Not the first time I struck him with the metal legs. The ring of the metal bashing into his head was louder than the basketball game playing on the one TV in the corner of the bar.” Aria remains silent, and I continue.
“They didn’t even get up when he fell to the floor. I didn’t stop cracking his head in with the chair. I couldn’t.” A lot like Aria tonight. I hadn’t made the connection until the thought hit me.
I remember how I didn’t even think I was breathing. I didn’t think it was real. I didn’t want it to be.
“I didn’t kill him that night,” I tell her and then kiss her hair. My grip on her shoulder tightens and I pull her back into my chest. “The other assholes there dragged me away from him, but the minute I was free, they let me go. I got my father after leaving Dave on the floor bloodied up and moaning.”
I can see each of their faces now, full of fear and disbelief that a scrawny boy had nearly killed the man on the floor. My chest heaved but the adrenaline took over.
I killed him a week later after my mother had died and we’d buried her. He came to get money to cover the hospital bills for his broken nose. Money we didn’t have, but he expected we would from the life insurance that didn’t exist.
No one else was home and I wasn’t supposed to be home either, but the guilt of leaving my mom that night kept me from going anywhere for days.
My mother died while I was gone, and I know if I had to put the blame somewhere, it should be on my father.
I know that Dave wasn’t the reason that my mother died. But as he stood in the doorway of our home, telling me that the life insurance money from my mother’s death was going to him, I lost it. I already knew there was no life insurance. There was no money. There was no helping my father, a man who didn’t want to be helped. There was no bringing my mother back.
I knew all of that. I also knew that the man in front of me didn’t care.
He didn’t care about any of that. And so, I let him into our home, grabbing the pistol my father kept by the door as I closed it. I walked Dave into the kitchen where my mother died on the hospital bed under the pretense of retrieving the check sitting on the counter. I shot him in the back. Just once, with shaking hands. But once was enough.
I didn’t stop shaking, not even hours after Sebastian had helped me throw Dave’s body into the river. He was the only friend I had and the only person I could turn to. He was older than me, stronger than me and he was there for me when I had no one. He didn’t stay for long though. He had his own demons to run from, and plenty of them.
I couldn’t stop shaking. If it wasn’t for my brothers, I don’t think I could have continued living. In a way, it was our first act together that led to this empire. Nothing can bring you closer to someone than death can.
I remember how I didn’t want to bury Dave like Sebastian suggested because I couldn’t stand to see upturned dirt after watching my mother being lowered into the ground only days before. I threw up as Sebastian dug a hole. I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t deal with what I’d done and what I was capable of.
And so, we tossed the body in the bed of the truck instead after covering the partially dug shallow grave, and Sebastian disposed of the body in the river. All while I uselessly rocked myself in the passenger seat of the truck, loathing myself and what I’d done.
“When did you kill him?” Aria asks me, breaking up my thoughts and bringing me back to her. I blink away the memories and the heavy sadness in the pit of my chest.
It takes me a minute to realize I hadn’t voiced the last bit of my story. She thinks I just lost it at the bar. She doesn’t know that I did it days later and that I led him into the house knowing I wanted to see the man die.
“Does it matter when he died?” I ask her, wanting to keep the truth from her and thinking that it makes it better if it was just heat of the moment. But nothing makes being a murderer better.
She doesn’t answer me, she only lowers her cheek to my chest and I continue holding her, remembering how I shook that night after ditching Dave’s dead body into the river. “The shaking will stop,” I whisper.
Time passes slowly, neither of us speaking until I finally feel the weight of the day and tell Aria to sleep.
“I don’t want to sleep,” she tells me wearily and then forces herself to swallow. “I’m afraid I’ll see him. He’ll be there waiting for me.”
“Shh,” I hush her again, cupping her chin in both of my hands and gently placing a kiss on her forehead. I notice then how calm her body is.
It’s amazing what a distraction can do to a person. It can make you forget about everything.
“He’s gone,” I remind her, although her prolonged fear worries me.
Killing him was supposed to set her free.
It will, the voice hisses and calms the worry creeping up on me. Nodding as if in agreement with the voice, I kiss her once more, pressing my lips to her smooth skin and then pull back, waiting for her to look at me.
“I told you. All you have to fear is me.”
Aria’s hazel eyes are deep with emotion, swirling with an intensity that pulls me in and pins me down until her lips part and my gaze drifts to them.
The yearning to press my lips to hers nearly wins, but instead, I remember yet another aspect of tonight that I’d planned and forgotten about.
“Wait here,” I command her, and disappointment causes her gaze to lower, but she releases me for the first time since I’d crawled into bed to be beside her.
As I walk to the dresser, I strip off my shirt and pants before grabbing the case with a syringe in it and a bottle of oil from the drawer. I haven’t needed it for so long, but she needs it tonight. It will let her sleep if nothing else.
Standing next to the bed, I motion for her to come to me before telling her to turn around and get on all fours. I’ve come to expect a lot of things from Aria. Her sass and her mouth, her questions, and defiance.
But tonight, all she does is obey, and that stirs up something inside of me. Both the pure and the depraved desires. She doesn’t even ask why.
My hand gentles on the curve of her ass then moves up to her waist and back down before I give her the shot, making her jump slightly before she steadies herself and then I can push down the plunger of the syringe.
“Birth control,” I tell her and then smirk at the thought as I add, “it’s better late than never.”
Aria only murmurs a response, placing both her hands flat on the sheets and her cheek follows as she turns her head.
“I have this for you too,” I tell her after setting the empty syringe down on the nightstand and pushing on her hip. “Sit up,” I command her, and she obeys easily, wincing slightly as her ass presses against the comforter.
“It should help you sleep,” I explain as I pull the liquid into the bulb syringe. The oil is clear, a pure drug that will hit her hard the first night. “Have you ever heard of Sweet Lullabies?” I ask her, and she tilts her head with a crease in her forehead indicating her confusion.
“Lullabies? I know a few-”
“No, the drug.”
I don’t expect her to. We’ve only just started selling the adapted version that’s marketable. She shakes her head, proving me right although the confusion in her expression stays in place.
I lift the syringe to her lips and she obediently opens her mouth, tilting her head back slightly for me. I admire how the moonlight reflects off her slender neck and plays with the shadows down her body as the liquid hits her tongue.
“Suck it down.” The command I give her makes my dick stir, but she’ll be out soon. Within minutes, I would bet.
“What is it?” she asks me, and I debate on telling her how it came to be and how it’s responsible for so many of the reasons I am who I am, but she yawns, cutting me off before I begin.
“Just lie down,” I tell her gently, and pull back the covers for her to nestle in beside me. I’ve had her in my bed a number of nights now, but she’s never readily slept this close to me.
With the rustling of the sheets silenced, I let my hand rest on her hip and rub soothing circles there. I breathe in the scent of her hair and leave a small kiss there as I listen to her steady breathing and know that sleep has taken her before I could even begin to admit what this drug really is.





CHAPTER 89
Aria

I used to dream of things I’d bet all girls dream about.
I would dance so beautifully, my hair swinging in the air as I landed a perfect pirouette. In my dreams, I could be and do anything. I’d dance in a ballet center stage, and amidst a crowd of thousands, I’d perform beautifully.
I’d climb the mountains and find a magical field of flowers where they came to life like the story of Alice in Wonderland. I could talk to the animals and drink tiny cups of tea that would make me small enough to follow the rabbits down the rabbit holes.
I could be anyone I wanted to in my dreams. But those visions were from long ago. It’s funny how they come back tonight.
Each of the scenes flashes through my head as if on fast forward. I see myself as a young girl performing the arts I wanted to before I realized my insecurities would keep me from even trying. I watch as I remember a dream I had of kissing a boy in my class. I imagined my leg would kick up behind me as he deepened it.
But even as the memory of my dreams from long ago comes to life before me, I’m aware that they’re only dreams. I never kissed Paulie. I never had the courage to and if I had, I know it wouldn’t have happened the way I pictured it.
For a moment, I question if I’m dreaming or awake. Everything is so vivid. So real.
But the scenes keep going. They don’t stop for me.
The hairs at the back of my neck prick as I know what’s coming. They’re all in order, like a timeline of my hopes as I watch the scenes play out. I know I’m getting older. I know what’s to come, and I want it to stop.
My head shakes. Make it stop.
But they don’t.
I watch as I dream about my mother and me in the park. She’s there with her friend like she always is. And I’m there drawing instead of playing with the other girls. I dreamed of drawing something that day, but when I look down at the paper it’s blank. I can’t remember what it was. But it doesn’t matter. All I can focus on is her face. This is the dream that turned into a nightmare. The first dream of so many I had over and over again.
Make them stop. My throat closes, and I want to scream. It’s too real, too vivid. And I can’t stop it.
I can feel my nails digging into the sheets. I’m awake, but I can’t open my eyes. I can barely move, and I can’t stop the images.
My heart races as I see myself in the closet.
Please stop, I whisper in my dreams, but my throat doesn’t feel the words. Not like my chest feels the pounding of my blood.
There she is standing with her back to me, facing the door. My mother’s standing there and I’m terrified. Why did she tell me not to leave? Not to scream. Not to move except to hide.
Terror races through my veins.
I wish I could move and go to her. To help her.
Please make it stop. I don’t want to see it again.
I don’t want to see him push the door open and force her down on the ground. She barely fought him and now I know why.
I can feel the tears leaking down my cheeks and I try to scream, but my words are voiceless.
Stephan looks so young. So much younger than he did when I stabbed him. When I murdered him and put an end to the sick smile on his face.
I can’t watch, but I can’t close my eyes. I can’t turn it off. There’s nowhere to run in your dreams.
Please, I don’t want to see this. I don’t want to remember.
The pain grows in my chest and it paralyzes me. The shaking overwhelms me as he pulls out the knife. It’s only a small knife, one like Daddy has for fishing.
Run! I try to scream to myself. Save her! I will my limbs to move, but I’m victim to my dreams.
She’s still on the ground with her back to him. She’s crying so hard but trying not to. She’s pinned beneath him as I cover my screams with my hands over my mouth in the closet.
Please, Mom, run, I want to say, but my plea is only a whimper. I know she won’t. I have no control here and I’ve seen this nightmare so many times. The memory haunts me in my waking hours just as much as it does in my sleep.
I didn’t know what he was doing to her. Not when he held her down and pushed himself inside of her and not when he pulled out the knife. I didn’t know it was over until he sliced her neck open. I knew what death meant and when I saw the bright red blood leaking from her and the way she covered it with her hands as she tried to keep it from flowing, I knew what was happening.
But what he did to her before, I didn’t know. It wasn’t until a month later when I told my cousin Brett that he explained it to me with a pained expression I’ll never forget. I told him everything, but he didn’t want to hear. He said Talverys don’t cry, we get revenge. He was wrong about both of those things.
Nikolai would listen to me though. He let me cry and didn’t make me feel ashamed of that fact.
Even the thoughts of Nikolai don’t stop the visions before me. Of my mother with her hair pulled back by Stephan as he slit her throat, of her looking toward the closet where I hid when the life left her.
Her lips are moving.
I can’t hear what she’s saying.
She’s saying something. A chill flows down my arms. This isn’t what happens. This isn’t what I’ve dreamed before.
Is this real?
The hairs on my body stand on end. My breath is caught in my throat. I don’t watch Stephan like I have before. I know the look of triumph on his face as he wipes off the knife on her bare back. I know what he does next. But my mother is still alive as her face falls to the floor. The blood pools around her cheek like it always does. But this time she blinks slowly and looks at me.
“Mom,” I whisper, wanting to move but not able to. Move, I will myself hopelessly.
My mom blinks again and she speaks. I know she does. “I can’t hear you, Mom. Please. Please don’t die,” I beg her.
Is this real?
Am I breathing? I can’t tell anymore.
I watch her lips, the right side of them covered in her own blood.
But the movement from the man standing behind her steals the attention from her.
Stephan stole what used to be and I can never have it back. Him dying doesn’t mean anything.
No, I whisper and shake my head as my small fingers of the child I was, reach out and grab the closet door. I can feel it. I can feel exactly what the edge of the closet door felt like.
My shoulders shake violently; this isn’t what happens in my dream. The chill leaves and I feel hot, too hot. “Wake up!” I hear Carter’s voice and it begs me to open my eyes, but before they obey, I hear my mother’s voice say, “You can’t forget me.”
I suck in air as my eyes shoot open and I stare at the ceiling of Carter’s bedroom through a haze of tears. The lights are bright, so bright it hurts, and I close them just as quickly.
With both of my hands covering my eyes, I feel the wetness and try to rub it all away.
My chaotic breaths are matched with Carter’s as I slowly come back to reality. Back to Carter’s bed. Back to the safety of this moment and not the nightmare of the past.
It was so real. Again, those goosebumps flood every inch of me as I reach Carter’s gaze. His eyes are dark as he stares back at me.
His lips part, but he doesn’t say anything for a long moment.
“I was screaming?” I ask him, although I know it’s true. My throat feels raw and my words are hoarse.
“For almost half an hour,” he tells me with nothing but concern and then visibly swallows as my blood chills. “You wouldn’t wake up.”
It’s been years since I’ve slept through the entire nightmare. Or even since each second played out as if it were an eternity.
Years have passed, but I know the terror was never like that before.
“I don’t know what you need,” Carter intimates to me, sealing me from my thoughts like he’s confessing a sin. I watch his throat as he swallows again. Pulling his arms around my chest I try to lie back down as if this is normal. As if this is okay.
“Hold me,” I tell him although I stare at the ceiling, seeing the vision of my mother looking at me in the haunted memory. Her still alive on the floor even though I know she was dead.
“Please, just hold me,” I plead with him and turn my head, so I can look at him.
Confusion mars his face, but he doesn’t say anything. He only climbs closer to me on the bed and pulls me tighter to him.
I need him to hold me more than I’ve ever needed anything. Other than my mother to come back to me.





CHAPTER 90
Carter

Today is the first day I see Aria as stronger when she’s with me. And I can’t shake that thought as I enter the den.
I’ve only left her for a few minutes here and there. Staying quiet behind her and watching her every move. But she knows I’m there and each time she’s started to break down, she comes to me.
Of her own free will, she comes to me, asking me to hold her as if my touch could take her pain away.
My poor songbird hasn’t realized my touch only brings pain, and I hope she never does.
The drawing pad shows a clean page. Not a mark lays against the stark white.
With a pen in her hand, she lies on her belly on the rug in front of the fire and stares at the blank sheet as if it’ll speak to her.
I would stay there longer, standing behind the sofa, listening to the crackling of the burning wood, and waiting for her fingers to move across the page, but with a shift in my stance, the floor creaks beneath me and breaks her focus.
With lack of sleep, she’s slow to move, but she does. Sitting up on her knees she faces me, waiting for whatever it is that I have to say.
It’s funny to me how she says when she’s with me she forgets, and life is easier.
When I’m with her it’s the same until she asks questions, and then I remember everything.
“It’s time for the question game again,” I tell her, and she drops the pen, letting it roll off her thigh and onto the floor. The frown that’s marred her tired expression all day stays in place.
“It feels like forever since we’ve played this game,” she says absently. Her tone, her body language, everything about it is off today. It feels dampened, depressed even. More so than I’ve seen her before.
Clearing the tension in my throat and letting my hands clench and unclench I remind her, “It hasn’t been that long since you’ve been out of your cell.”
A smirk tips her beautiful lips up and she stares at me as if defying the fact. “I said it feels like it’s been forever… there’s a difference.”
Her soft gaze trails across the sofa and then back to me. “Am I staying here?”
“You can move wherever you’d like.”
“You haven’t come near me today like you usually do,” she comments and my gaze narrows at her. I recount the day and each and every time she’s come to me. The thrill of her choosing to approach me is dulled by the fact that she realizes things have changed between us.
I search her expression for what she’s thinking. For a hint as to how this will modify her behavior. But I can’t predict her. Not when it comes to what’s between us. And thus, it’s time for me to question her, to try to gauge what she’s thinking based on her own questions.
“That’s not a question,” is my only reply to her.
She shrugs as if it doesn’t matter, and tension spreads through my jaw. “It wasn’t my turn to ask,” she says simply with a calmness in her voice that only increases the strain.
Be gentle with her. I remind myself again.
Jase offers me a lot of advice though, and my typical response is for him to fuck off. Aria watches me as I walk to the sofa and take a seat on the right side. She decides not to move from her place, but she adjusts to sit cross-legged.
There’s a sudden crackle from the fire and she barely acknowledges it. Just like the tension between us.
“How are you feeling today?” I ask her and tell myself it’s because I want to get into her head, not because the last twenty-four hours have changed everything.
“Tired,” she tells me and the small bit of strength she’s shown since I’ve walked in wanes. She picks at the fuzz on the rug beneath her and answers with a catch in her throat, “I don’t know how to feel right now. There’s so much…” her voice trails off and I ask her, “So much what?”
The smirk on her face is nothing but fragile as she asks back, “Isn’t it my turn?” The walls around her are toppling down. I can see it. I can feel it. She’s too weak to hold them up any longer, but the girl beneath them isn’t what I imagined. She’s a girl who’s been left alone far too long. A girl who should never have been left alone at all.
And the realization tugs at me like nothing else ever has.
I force my lips into a straight line and give her a small nod.
“Why did you do it?” she asks me in a whisper. Still picking at the imaginary fuzz and only glancing at me occasionally. As if she’s afraid to catch my gaze and see something there that could ruin her.
“Do what?” I ask her, although I already know what she’s referring to.
Why did I bring her to the dinner? Give her a knife. And let her kill the man who’s hurt her so cruelly.
“Why did you… give me the knife?” she finally asks, and her words are twisted and tortured. As tortured as she’s been all of today and last night.
“Why did I let you kill him?” I clarify for her, making her come to terms with the truth. She sucks in a heavy breath and pushes the hair from her face as I speak. “Why did I give you a knife so you could kill Alexander Stephan?”
The sofa groans and the fire hisses as I sit back and release what sounds like an easy breath. “Because I wanted you to do it,” I tell her and almost elaborate, but the sarcastic huff that spills from her lips as she looks away from me and toward the door stops me from giving her more.
“What did you dream of last night?” I ask her, and I can’t help that my body leans forward, eager for her reply. She hasn’t been forthcoming, but she always answers me when I give her the opportunity to ask whatever she’d like.
She licks her lower lip, still shaking her head from my non-answer.
“Dreams,” she answers with a hint of indignation in her retort. The words I wanted to speak moments before nearly come to life, but then she adds, “I dreamed lots of dreams,” shaking her head with the smallest of movements. Her voice is small, and she speaks as if she’s not even talking to me.
Like she’s validating what she saw with herself.
“It was like my life sped forward in the form of the dreams I had growing up.”
My brow furrows as I listen to her. I expected it to be only nightmares with the way she screamed. The memory of her shrill screams and the terror of her cries sends a bite of cold down my back that slowly rolls through every limb.
I couldn’t do anything but listen to her and I’ve never regretted a damn thing in my life as much as I regretted giving her that knife like I did last night while she screamed.
Licking her lips, she continues and then that crease in her forehead returns as she looks at me. “And then I dreamed of the night he killed her.”
My head nods on its own. I knew to expect it, that seeing him would elicit those fears for her, but I expected her to be different after she killed him. For the realization that he’s dead, to free her in a way she could never be while he was allowed to live.
Give it time, the voice hisses again and the irritation I have for it shows on my face, silencing Aria.
“You can keep going,” I tell her, fixing myself and then adding, “if you’d like.”
But the moment has passed and instead she takes her turn.
“Are things still the same?” she asks me.
No. The answer is instant and obvious in my head. Strong enough that I feel the word echo through my veins. “Do they feel different?”
“That’s not how this game is played,” Aria answers with the trace of a smirk on her face although the tiredness has never been so evident in her eyes as it is now. “I asked you first,” she tells me and waits for a reply.
“Kneel,” I command her, wanting to prove that the power I held over her before is ever present. Even if the fear she held for me has vanished.
The realization that is what’s different sends a spike of regret through me, but it’s fleeting. I harden my voice as I tell her again, “Kneel and then ask me if things have changed.”
The heat ignites in me as Aria narrows her gaze, the hazel reflecting the flickers of the flames that linger behind her in the fire.
Her lips part and she squirms in her place, but as her eyes close, she only smiles at me while shaking her head.
“I don’t want to,” she dares to defy me.
My dick hardens instantly, but my knuckles turn white as I grip the arm of the sofa.
Everything inside of me is at war. It seems fitting, since my little songbird seems to be in the same predicament. Her body begging to bend to my command, yet her strong will preventing her from giving in.
“I don’t want to punish you today. Not when you need comfort. Don’t mistake my gift to you for anything other than what it was.” I push the words through clenched teeth, not wanting this tension between us to end. I love her fight. I love it, even more, when I can take it from her.
“And what was it?” she asks me, her eyes sparking with the desire for the truth.
The grin on my face grows as I realize she’s set me up, seeking the answer I wouldn’t give her when she asked her first question. Why did I do it? The tension in my body eases slightly, although the thrill of punishing her is still ringing through me.
“Taking away the fear you had, so I could end it and be the only thing you have left to fear.”
“I think you’re lying,” she bites back although her voice is teasing, sensual even. Not believing me for a moment. Her gaze doesn’t waver as she challenges me. I love that she knows better, but if she knew the power she had over me, I could lose everything. She’s still loyal to the enemy. There’s no denying that.
The thought makes my gaze drop to the fire behind her and it only returns to her when she adds, “But I don’t know why you’re lying to me.”
“Because you don’t need to know,” I tell her simply and at first her lips part, ready to tell me off, but then she questions herself.
“You’re biting your tongue so hard that I imagine you can taste blood,” I point out and try to force a smirk to my lips.
“I’ve asked you two questions and you haven’t answered either truthfully,” she tells me and then glances at the fire behind her. “What’s the point?” she asks no one in particular with a faint whisper.
“Maybe you’re asking the wrong questions,” I offer her although my entire body is alive with fire. Yesterday was hard on her and she performed exactly as I wanted, but her defiance today is uncontained, and I have no idea how to handle her. Not when she needs me to give her comfort. I wish I’d had her when I was in this same position years ago.
Even knowing that I’ve had enough of her insolence.
Those hazel eyes pierce through me at that moment, as if she heard my thoughts. The turmoil inside me twists into a knot until she asks the one question that solidifies my decision to leave her on her own for a few hours, so she can feel the need for me once again.
“Are you still going to let him kill my father?” she asks me. Her voice is steady, with maybe even a hint of provocation there.
Let him.
Let Romano.
She doesn’t know that if I could do it myself, I would. If I could be the man to pull the trigger, I’d do it without a second thought.
The silence is only broken by the burning wood, now cracking and hissing. As our conversation continued, the sun has set and with the dimming light from the windows, shadows play along Aria’s small form.
“I have to go out tonight.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” she’s quick to reply, not taking her gaze from me.
“The game is over.” My voice hardens, the anger pushing through.
She is mine. She will obey. Or I will risk everything to reign over her. There is no question in my mind what will happen if she doesn’t take her place beside me.
“How convenient,” she responds and that’s when I meet my limit. There’s only so much she can push.
It only takes three large steps until I’m towering over her. One swift motion and my hand is around her throat. My fingers press against the pulse in her veins as her fingers wrap around my hand. Her eyes widen but not with fear, not even with shock. They widen with hate, with anger… They widen with a spark of fight that rivals the roaring fire behind her.
She’s never looked more beautiful to me than she does now.
Her nails dig into my skin, but she doesn’t pry them away. She just wants to hurt me. She wants to show me what she’s capable of.
Oh, songbird, I already know. She’s the one who’s only just now realizing what she’s capable of.
I lower my lips to hers, deliberately placing a knee between her thighs. Invading every inch of space that separates us.
With the heat of the fire igniting the tension, I whisper against her cheek, “You’ve forgotten your manners, Aria.”
“Manners,” she bites out as if the word disgusts her and with the small bit of movement, I squeeze a little tighter. She can breathe, she can speak, but my grip on her is unyielding.
My other hand roams her body, drifting down her waist as I nip along her shoulder and then the fleshy bit of her earlobe. My fingers trace down her thigh and then back up, pulling up her skirt as I move back toward her waist until I let my fingers slide to her inner thigh.
And she moans.
She fucking moans, closing her eyes and letting her head fall back slightly. Even with the fight in her, she craves pleasure more than anything.
“What should your punishment be, songbird?” I whisper against the shell of her ear. The shiver that it ignites in her makes my dick harden to the point that it’s painful not to thrust inside of her.
Her answer is a muted moan followed by an attempt to swallow. I don’t loosen my grip to aid her; instead, I force her to look at me, to open her eyes and answer me.
“How should I punish this mouth of yours?” I ask her in a low and deep voice, not bothering to contain my desire for her.
“Fuck you,” she barely pushes out and then licks her lower lip. Ever the defiant one.
“You would love that, wouldn’t you?” I whisper against her lips, letting the words mingle with the heat from the fire and the lust between us.
Her hazel-green eyes swirl with a concoction of everything I know she’s feeling. The anger and fear, but more than anything, the longing to be pleasured and cared for.
“Get on your back so I can play with your cunt,” I command her the moment my fingers loosen on her throat, nearly making her fall backward. But she catches herself, then lies down as I told her to, one elbow at a time, her eyes never leaving mine.
“You obey so easily when you know you’re going to get off, don’t you?” I toy with her and the hint of a smirk pulls at the corner of her lips. Her intuition will be our downfall. She thinks she knows who she’s playing with. But she doesn’t realize what’s at stake.
A gentle push on the inside of her thighs has her pulling them apart for me. My pointer trails up the thin black lace of her panties, dampened at her core with her arousal, and then to her swollen clit. Her head falls back, and her nails dig into the threads of the rug as she attempts to hold back the moan that threatens to spill from her lips. I can already hear it though. She’s so fucking close. So in need.
“You need to get off. I should have done it last night.”
The lace tears easily as I hook my thumb through it, ripping it from her sweet cunt to give me full access to her. With a quick intake of air, she lifts her head to watch me.
All that anger means nothing when I can give her this.
I shove two fingers inside her ruthlessly. Her hips buck and her lower back comes off the floor with the sensation it elicits.
I splay my other hand across her belly and push her back down, not stopping the brutal strokes against the ridges of her front wall.
Her head thrashes and she bites her lip. “Fuck,” she says but her plea is only a whimper. Her fingers move to my hand on her belly and then up my forearm. Never stopping, pulling, and searching for something to hold on to.
“Let go,” I tell her and for a moment she lets go of my arm, but that’s not what I meant. “Give me your pleasure. Let go of everything holding you back from falling,” I whisper in the air above her as I watch the light dance across her face. Her lips are parted and make a perfect O although her forehead is scrunched with the strain of holding back her strangled cries of pleasure.
The scent of her arousal permeates the air and precum leaks from my dick, begging me to slam inside of her.
With my cock pressed against my zipper, I finger fuck her furiously, pushing a third finger inside of her and my thumb against her clit. “I’m not going to stop until you cum on my hand, Aria. I’ll fuck you like this until you can’t think straight if you don’t give me what I want.”
Her head thrashes from side to side and then her back bows. I have to push harder with my hand on her hip to keep her down and strum her faster.
“You want another finger?” I ask her and then kiss the inside of her knee. She’s so fucking tight I don’t think I could though. It’s an idle threat, but the idea of stretching her to the point where I could fist her cunt and give her undeniable pleasures she’s never felt, has my hand moving harder and faster in unrelenting strokes and I don’t stop.
Even as she cries out my name.
Even as her pussy spasms.
Her body rocks with the force of her orgasm and I don’t stop, drawing it out and taking every bit of pleasure from her that I can.
It’s not until her breath comes back to her and her eyes find mine that I pull away, sucking each of my fingers while she watches.
“Your cunt is so fucking sweet,” I tell her and watch her reddened cheeks blush even more violently.
“I’m growing to love your punishments,” she says breathily with her eyes closed and the power I feel vanishes. My dick, still pulsing with need, begs me to push her onto her stomach and rut between her legs. She’d cum again. And again.
The worst thing a man of power can do is to issue a false threat. Yet, I’ve done it with Aria. More than once.
My goal isn’t to punish her though; I only want her to obey.
Just as I begin to unbutton my pants, my phone vibrates in my pocket, the timer going off.
Time is up.
With her eyes closed and an angelic look of content on her face, I question leaving her, but I have to.
“Clean up and make yourself dinner.” I stifle a groan as I stand, hating that I won’t be able to get lost in her touch for hours.
“I’ll be back later.” I give her the parting words and start to leave. Each movement makes my hard cock ache even worse, but I’ll have her tonight.
“Carter?” Aria’s soft voice cuts through the air and stops me just as I’ve started to leave.
“How long will you be gone?” Traces of fear and loneliness linger on her question. This is the new side of her I’m not used to.
The side I’ve only seen since last night. Back to being the girl behind the broken wall instead of the woman who’s angry at being left alone for so long.
“A few hours, maybe.”
Her expression falls as she slowly picks herself back up. She only nods in understanding as she covers herself again.
“Do you want anything while I’m out?” I ask her out of instinct, wanting to see her eyes on me again. Wanting her to show me more of this vulnerability. I can offer her so much more than she ever dreamed.
The very thought spikes awareness through me.
She’s the one with control. Topping from the bottom. Sly girl. I need to take it back, for her own good. She needs me to have control, even if she doesn’t want to give it to me. Even if she has no idea how much she needs to give it to me.
“No,” she answers me with a small shake of the head. “Thank you, though.”
“Manners and all,” I say to play with her as I leave the room.
Her sweetness numbs the thoughts of demanding more from her, but only so much.





CHAPTER 91
Aria

Hours have passed since Carter left. The smell of garlic is still fresh on my fingers as I head into the dimly lit wine cellar. With a flick and a click, the cellar lights up and a beautiful array of wine bottles shines in the light.
An easy breath leaves me at the thought of getting lost at the bottom of a bottle. One glass or two, and I’ll still have my wits with me.
But the wits can go fuck themselves tonight. I don’t know what to think or feel. I don’t know anything anymore. The memories of what once was and what I am today are playing tricks on my sanity.
I’m acutely aware of it but helpless to do anything about it. That’s the worst part.
That, and how I feel about Carter.
It’s an ever-changing relationship, but I’m fully aware of the cracked wall between us. He’s pretending it’s not there, and maybe I’m a fool to think something has changed, but I see the pain and sadness behind his eyes. He can’t hide it any longer.
He’s broken. It takes a broken soul to know one.
Even what I’ve been through in only the last twenty-four hours, pales in comparison to how broken and shattered Carter’s been for years. And I desperately want to heal him. I want to take his pain away more than I’ve ever wanted to heal myself.
Deep inside, there’s the inkling of some other part of him. If only I could show him.
The pain that claws at my heart only grows at the thought, but with a deep breath I let it all go. I don’t know what I am to him anymore. But I care for him regardless, especially after last night.
And until I know what haunts him for sure, there’s not a damn thing I can do to change anything. And so, wine it is.
I crouch down at the first row, gripping onto the steel bar of the rack and glancing at each of the labels. Pinot noir. Burgundy. Each of them. I love a good glass of red with spaghetti and Bolognese, and right now, I prefer Cabernet. The next row makes my lips curl up, for the first time in God knows how long.
I can pretend that there’s nothing wrong. I can pretend for a short moment. I’m good at doing that. At continuing to go through the motions even though deep inside, I know nothing is okay and there’s no way to right the wrongs.
The heavy bottle of dark red wine means I can have a moment. A small, seemingly insignificant moment, to simply breathe.
Well, only while I stay in the kitchen. The thought steals the happiness from my lips and as I stand, I feel my muscles tense once again. At least, until Carter comes back.
When Carter leaves, I’m scared to go anywhere other than the four rooms I’m familiar with. The den, his office, the kitchen, or his bedroom. This place is huge and I’m curious to see more of it. But his brothers are here. Somewhere. And they’re the enemy.
It’s easy to forget when I’m with Carter. He has a compelling power over me. Just being in his presence sets my body on fire and I move with him. Every step, every breath.
But the moment he’s gone, I’m so very aware of everything.
“I just need to eat, to drink…” I whisper as I flick off the light and head back with the bottle in my hand to retrieve my dinner from the kitchen island, the aroma wafting to greet me as I shut the door.
But the second I hear the door close, my heart drops at the sound of another person in the kitchen.
“Damn, this smells good,” Jase says as he walks closer to the large pot sitting next to the stove. I’ve already mixed the pasta and meat sauce. He towers over it, picking up the serving spoon and smiling down at my dinner.
My grip nearly slips on the bottle; my palms are so sweaty.
“You make enough for all of us?” he asks me with a charismatic smile.
A truly charming expression graces his face. With his stubble growing out longer than I’ve seen before, he looks different, but the similarities between him and Carter are still striking.
I can feel myself swallow before I attempt to answer him, but just the sight of him reminds me of last night. I can see him sitting in the chair to my left, smiling while my gaze drifts back to Stephan.
My heart pounds in my chest like it did last night in the shower. I can feel the anxiety and adrenaline mix and it takes everything in me to stand up straight.
“Whoa,” Jase says as the spoon hits the steel pot and he practically jogs around the island to come closer to me. As soon as I register that’s what he’s doing, I instinctively take a step back, my shoulder hitting the closed cellar door. Every time I blink, I see Stephan. Sitting at the table, glancing between Carter and me. Waiting for me to kill. Waiting for me to become a murderer.
He knew. They all knew. And they let Romano walk away.
With both hands raised, Jase widens his eyes and slows his steps, even dropping his stance a few inches and crouching down. “You look a little dizzy,” he says softly. “You already have a bottle?” he asks me and to my disbelief, a short huff of a genuine laugh leaves me.
Of course, he would think that I’m drunk and that’s why seeing him would cause me to react with significant panic.
It’s not that I saw him only last night, a few rooms away as I murdered a man who’d haunted me for years and continues to do so. It’s not that I’m still forced to stay here even though I so badly wish I could run home and hide in my room from all the terrors that plague me. My body heats with anxiety, but the knowledge that I have a grasp on the present gives me much needed strength.
He takes another step closer and I shake my head, pushing off of the door and going around Jase. One of my hands grips the neck of the bottle, the other runs through my hair. “I’m just having a moment,” I finally answer him weakly although my back is to him as I walk back to the counter where my wine glass is.
My heart races again. It won’t fucking stop. Off and on all day, it’s been like this. I need Carter. The bottle hits the counter hard and it’s only then that I risk a look over my shoulder at Jase.
Jase’s eyes are narrowed and he’s still standing where I left him. I can’t take my eyes away from his as he pins me in place with his gaze. Much like Carter does, but Jase is assessing me.
I have to give him something, but all I can think of is to answer his earlier question. Whether or not I made enough food for everyone else.
“I made the entire package, so there’s definitely enough.” With the answer coming out easily, I turn back to the wine and opener. Easily uncorking it as I talk to him although I can feel my hands start to tremble again, and my heart threatens to trot out of my chest.
“I wasn’t sure if anyone would want a plate, but I was going to save it for leftovers if not.” I can hear Jase walk back toward the pot slowly, even though he’s still assessing me. The second the wine glass is full, I lift it to my lips.
“So, wine is your therapy?” Jase asks as he stalks over to stand only a few feet from me but leans his lower back against the counter.
“We all have our vices,” I offer him and lick my lips. The sweet taste offers little aid to the chaos coursing through my blood. But his soft expression does something to me. It loosens something hard and sharp that was lodged deep inside of my chest, suffocating me.
“I get it,” he tells me, his forehead smoothing as he turns and reaches for another glass in the cabinet. “Mind if I have one?”
The shake of my head is weak, but not because I don’t want to share. I don’t mind at all, especially, if it will give me a chance to win over Jase. I remember a thought I had that feels like forever ago, a thought about using Jase to gain my freedom. Or maybe to ask for mercy for my family.
No, the shake of my head is weak because Declan joins us, striding in as if I called a meeting.
Jase stands beside me, glass in hand as Declan takes Jase’s former spot, repeating the motion Jase did when he first walked into the kitchen. “Oh, damn,” he says over the pot with a reverence in his voice. “You made us dinner?” Declan asks with a boyish grin.
That’s not exactly the truth, but I don’t deny it. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like it, but there’s plenty.”
Declan grabs the plates, the clinking ceramic filling the room as Jase gives me space, walking to the other side of the U-shaped island and leaning against it, opposite me. The thought of being in the room with Carter’s brothers scared me literally only minutes ago. But an ease washes over me as I watch Declan make a plate and then point the spoon to Jase, who answers the unspoken question.
“Yeah, I want one, I haven’t eaten yet.”
I lean forward a little off the counter, ready to ask him to make me a plate too, but Declan speaks first.
“You didn’t poison it, right?” Declan asks with a shit-eating grin. “You know I’ve got to check,” he jokes and then makes Jase’s plate.
And there goes the sense of ease and the smile that graced my lips. It washes away like a lone shell on the shore before the tide.
I’m still the enemy. I will always be the enemy. And that’s what they’ll always be to me.
I offer him a tight smile and force down the well of sadness and pity. “Not yet, you got here too soon.” A tight knot forms in my throat, but I drown it with the wine as Declan chuckles, still piling spaghetti onto the plate. Bastard tears prick at my eyes and all I can think is that I wish either Carter were here or that I was back at home, under the comfort of my blanket.
“I don’t think she’s eaten yet,” Jase tells Declan in a tone that has no trace of the humor I forced into my response. He grabs the two plates Declan’s made and motions for me to follow him to the small table to eat in the kitchen. Declan looks shocked at Jase’s reaction and the seriousness in his tone and objects to him taking both plates, one of which was his. His forehead creases with confusion… until he sees me.
I’ve always been shit at hiding what I’m feeling. My father used to tell me I’d fare better in this world if I could learn to lie.
My body moves unwillingly to follow Jase, but at least I grabbed the bottle. I can’t look at Declan as he watches me. I know he sees through the faint humor I veiled my emotions with in my response.
“Are you okay eating here?” Jase asks. The legs of the chair make a scratching noise on the floor as he pulls it out for me. I stare at the chair for a moment, marveling at the kindness while questioning his intentions.
He feels bad for me. That’s all I can think. He’s being nice because I’m wounded. That’s all this is.
“I’d rather be alone,” I finally answer him, finding my voice and feeling the cords in my neck tensing as I look back at him. I have to force my words out of my dry throat and they hurt as I do. “I just need to be alone for a moment.” My breath shudders and the back of my eyes prick as I see the visions of last night again. Only three rooms down. The grand dining room is only three doors down from here.
“Please,” I say quickly in a whisper and place the wine down on the table with as much grace as I can.
With both hands on the table, he looks over his shoulder and says something to Declan, but I don’t hear what.
“You going to be okay?” he asks me as I hear Declan’s footsteps leaving the kitchen.
“How long does it take to be okay after murdering someone? Even if you feel it was justified in every way?” I ask Jase and he merely looks past me at Declan’s exit before bringing his eyes to mine.
Jase doesn’t answer me; he simply looks back at me as if I hadn’t spoken at all.
I start to think he’ll leave me like that, taking his plate with him, but instead, he asks me his own question, “You want me to grab another bottle?” to which I can only nod in response.
He’s kind enough to grant me both the loneliness and the second bottle I desire.





CHAPTER 92
Carter

Y ou were supposed to be gentle with her.
Agitation leaves me in a singular deep groan. I don’t respond to Jase’s text and I don’t intend to. He doesn’t recognize the severity of the situation. He doesn’t know shit about her.
He doesn’t know what she needs.
The bitter thought stays with me as I shut down my phone and quietly enter the kitchen. I know she’s still sitting where she was an hour ago and just as I expect, she doesn’t see me come in.
She never does. She always gives me the opportunity to watch her, to see what she’s like when she doesn’t know I’m looking.
I’m hardly ever disappointed, but watching as she fills her glass again, the pleasure of being in her presence again is dulled.
It’s becoming a crutch. If she knows I’ll be gone, she drinks. It’s only happened twice, but still, I notice. Part of me recognizes her condition. Her situation. I realize it may be easy for her to give in to a vice and let herself slip somewhere where the pain is absent, and the choices are meaningless. But I don’t want it to become a habit.
With a twist of her finger, she pulls my necklace she wears up closer to her lips, letting the diamonds and pearls play there in between sips of wine and absentminded hums.
Her lips part slightly as she sways in her seat and stares at a black and white photograph that’s in the hall. She hums against the gemstones and I wish I knew what she was thinking. The sadness and tortured stare tell me she’s still there, my little songbird with clipped wings.
I don’t recognize the song that she hums. I never do. Sometimes it sounds more like a conversation than a song.
I follow her gaze as I walk closer to her; the black and white photograph is a picture of the side of our old house. The one that burned down. The one that her father had burned down, expecting the four of us to be inside and sleeping.
I feel a sudden pinch along the edge of my heart, reminding me the damn thing is there.
“What are you thinking?” I ask Aria, ignoring the pain in my chest and causing her to jump from the tone of my deep voice.
Her expression is soft, as are her eyes when she turns in her seat. There’s even the hint of happiness on her lips.
“You’re back,” she says and there’s a lightness in her statement. She can’t hide the relief that slurs with her words. And that bit of disappointment I have at her drunkenness returns.
“I said I’d be back tonight.” It’s all I offer her as I pull out the chair next to her, letting the feet drag across the floor noisily.
“What were you doing?” she asks me with a pleasantness that seems genuine.
She’s naïve to think I do anything pleasant this late at night.
I was ending the life of a thief. A drug addict who bought more and more of SL and wouldn’t answer a simple question.
What was he doing with it?
It’s a rare day that Jase can’t get a response from someone. He’s good at what he does. He left the junkie to bleed out and waited for me to come. It’s my name they fear the most.
If pain and the threat of death can’t get an answer, true fear is quick to provide one.
And it did. The only word the prick spoke before life slipped from him was a name. Marcus. All I got was a name. But it was all I needed.
It’s a name I’m growing to despise more and more as the days go by. Daniel used to have a good reputation with Marcus, a man who lives in the shadows and never shows himself. But that was before he found Addison again. Since then Marcus has yet to be found, but apparently, he’s been busy.
“Work,” I answer, and my short response tugs her smile down.
“There are leftovers,” she offers me even though the smile’s vanished. I can feel how the sweetness inside of her has hollowed out.
As she reaches across the table to play with the stem of her glass I ask her, “You made me dinner?”
“If you didn’t all look so alike, I’d know you are brothers by the way you react to a damn meal,” she offers with a somewhat playful nature.
I can’t pin down what she’s thinking. Or what she thinks of me as I stare at her.
“It’s been a long time.”
“Since you’ve had Bolognese?” she asks as if my words are nonsense.
“Since someone’s made us dinner,” I tell her and think of my mother. Once again, Aria looks at me as if she’s read my mind. The pretending to be happy and acting like things are normal slips away.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I choose not to respond. Sorry doesn’t take anything back.
“I like to cook,” she offers after a moment, breaking up the silence and tension. “If you’d like… I don’t mind cooking more?”
I used to avoid the kitchen and dining room when my mother got sick. It’s where she died. None of us liked to go to the kitchen. It was better to be in and out of that room as fast as we could. In a way, I should be thankful Talvery burned that house down. It was nothing but a dark memory.
Her slender fingers move up and down the glass and I expect her to drink it, but instead, she pushes it toward me. “Would you like some?”
I shake my head without speaking, wondering if she knows what I think about her habit.
“I don’t like it when you’re gone,” she says before pulling the glass toward her again.
“Why’s that?” I ask her, grateful to talk about anything other than the shit going on outside of this house. Enemies are growing in number each day.
“I start thinking things,” she says quietly, her gaze flickering between the pool of dark liquid in the glass and my own gaze.
“Is that right?” I ask her, pushing for more.
“It’s better when I don’t have a choice,” she admits solemnly. “At least, for the way I feel about myself.”
“What’s better?” The question slips from me as a crease deepens in my forehead.
“My thoughts are better,” she states but doesn’t elaborate.
“How’s that?”
“If I’m with you, I don’t worry about my family, the fighting…” her voice cracks and her face scrunches. “That’s awful, isn’t it?” She shakes her head, her flushed skin turning brighter. “It’s horrible. I’m horrible.” And with her last word she picks up the glass, but I press my hand to her forearm, forcing the glass back down to the table.
“You’re many things,” I tell her evenly as I scoot the seat closer to her, “but horrible isn’t one of them.”
“Weak. I’m weak,” she answers with disgust on her tongue. Her gaze leaves mine, although I will her not to break it. Instead, she stares at the stem of the wine glass. There’s still a good bit in her glass, but from what I can tell, this is her second bottle. “I’m so weak that I want to have no choice,” she says disbelievingly. “How fucked up is that?”
“You’re in a difficult position, with few options and severe consequences.” I’ve never been good with comfort, but I can offer reason. “And deep down inside, you know whatever you do, it won’t change anything.” The truth that flows easily from me is brutal and it causes Aria to visibly cower from me.
“Thank you oh so much,” she says with a deadpan voice as she lifts the glass and then downs all the remaining alcohol. “I was beginning to feel pathetic and like my life had no meaning whatsoever.” She raises her hand in the air and then slaps her palm down firmly on the table. There’s a bite of anger to her words that pisses me off. The glass hits the table before she looks me in the eye and tells me with an expression devoid of any emotion but hate, “Thank you so much for clearing that up for me.”
“I do enjoy your fight, Aria. But you’d be wise not to speak to me like that.” My own voice is hard and deadly, but it does nothing to Aria.
“Would I now?” A simper graces her wine-stained lips. “I’m not sure there’s a single wise thing I could do, is there, Mr. Cross? Other than obey your every command.”
Her defiance is fucking beautiful and only makes me hard for her. My cock stiffens and strains against my zipper as I lean back to take her in. It feels as if we’re picking right back up where we left off and I couldn’t be more agreeable with that situation.
My breathing quickens as she stares at me, daring me to disagree with her.
“You love being angry, don’t you?” I ask her, although it’s not a question. “There’s so much more power in anger than there is in sadness.” The statement makes her lips purse.
“You have no idea what you’re capable of,” I tell her a truth that could destroy me. “Women like you were made to ruin men like me.”
“Oh?” she asks. “Us women who aren’t capable of changing anything?” She seems to remember her fight as she adds, “You’ll have to clear that up for me. I’m either too drunk or stupid to understand.”
“Or too blinded by your past?” I offer her. “So consumed with changing something that’s meant to happen. That will happen, so much so that you can’t see what lies ahead.”
“What’s meant to happen? As in?” she questions as she noticeably swallows. Her hands grip the edge of the table as if she needs to hold it in order to sit upright.
“You know exactly what I mean, Aria.”
“If it happens, if what I think you’re referring to right now happens, there will be no future for me. The willing whore of the enemy who could do nothing to save the people she loves. What kind of life is that to lead?”
My blood runs cold at her words. Numbly I watch her reach for the remains of the bottle closest to her, only to find it empty.
Would she kill herself? Is that what she’s saying? My blood pounds in my veins at the thought of her leaving me, let alone leaving me in such a manner. I can barely look at her as she sags back into her seat and turns to give me her attention again. “If you were me, what would you do?” she asks with genuine curiosity.
I’m still reeling from her earlier confession to answer quickly, but I finally find words that have a ring of truth to them. “I’d take care of myself and my own survival.”
“My own survival?” she asks with a sarcastic huff of disbelief. “If they’re dead, then who am I?”
My breathing becomes ragged, tense, and deep at her question. “You are mine.” My answer is immediate, stern, and undeniable. Each word is given with conviction.
But all they do is turn her eyes glossy. “And that’s all I’ll ever be. A possession.”
The sadness is what destroys my composure. She unravels me like no one else ever has. She’ll devastate everything I worked for, everything I am, but so long as I have her, it will all be worth it.
“I was meant to have you. I only fucking lived to have you.” I’ve never spoken truer words.
Her breathing is shallow as her chest rises and falls. “Carter?” She says my name as if I’ll save her from what she’s feeling, from the truth breaking down every bit of her own beliefs.
“You were made for me to have. To fight. To fuck. To care for,” I say as I lean closer to her, my grip tightening on the back of her chair as I lower my lips until they’re just an inch from hers. My eyes pierce into hers as she stares back at me with a wildness I crave to tame. “Do you understand that, Aria?”
“You’re a very intense man, Carter Cross.” She speaks her words softly with tears in her eyes that I don’t understand.
All I can do at this moment is crash my lips to hers, to silence the pain, the agony, all of the questions she has. The kiss isn’t gentle; it isn’t soft and sweet. It’s a brutal taking of what’s mine. What’s been owed to me for years.
The instant I capture her lips, she gasps, and I shove my tongue inside of her mouth, pushing myself out of the chair and hearing it bang on the floor as I take her face with both of my hands. My tongue strokes hers swiftly and she meets my intensity with her own. Her fingers spear through my hair and her nails scratch at my scalp, pulling me to get impossibly closer.
She moans in my mouth as I pull away, desperate to breathe. In one movement, I pull her down to the floor while shoving her skirt up her thighs, maneuvering her beneath me. Her belly presses to the floor and my erection digs into her exposed ass.
“You’re such a dirty girl, not bothering to cover this.” I cup her already wet pussy as I ask her, “Aren’t you?”
My other hand grips the hair at the base of her skull and pulls back hard enough to make her back bow. Her lips part with a sweet gasp of both pleasure and pain as I ruthlessly rub her clit.
“You’re mine, and nothing else. You’ll let go of everything but what I command you to do and be.” My words are whispered against the shell of her ear. They mingle with her moans as I stare at those gorgeous lips. Desperate to take them again, I give in to what I want. Removing my hand from her cunt, I grab her throat from behind and crash my lips against hers.
“Carter,” she heaves my name the moment I break the kiss and without thinking twice, I release my cock and slam inside of her.
Feeling her hot, wet walls spasm the moment I enter her drives me insane. She’s so fucking tight, but she takes all of me to the hilt with a strangled cry.
My hips piston with a relentless pace to claim her and everything she is. Everything she’ll ever be.
“Mine,” I grunt out and release her throat and hair to grip her hips with a bruising force.
Her arms barely bracing her as she cries out her pleasure.
Over and over I fuck her as hard as I can. And each one of her strangled moans, combined with her hopeless scratching at the floor beneath her, only fuels me to fuck her harder.
“Mine.” I push the word through my teeth as she cums violently beneath me. My own release follows, my balls drawing up and my toes curling as thick streams of cum fill her pussy.
She lies there panting, her small body sagging as she desperately tries to support herself and breathe at the same time. Both efforts seemingly in vain.
My cum leaks out of her as she whispers my name again and again. Bracing one forearm on each side of her, I rake my teeth up her neck and nip her chin before kissing her again.
And she kisses me back, reverently and sweetly. Her hands find my chin and her fingers brush along my scruff to keep my lips pinned to her own.
My chest heaves in air as I fall to the floor next to her.
The cool air relieving my heated skin.
The only effort Aria makes is to inch closer to me, to have both her bare and clothed skin touching mine.
“I’ve been waiting for that,” she says softly as she nuzzles next to me, content with being held.
“For what?” I ask her, still catching my breath.
“For you to kiss me like that.”
To kiss her. The memory of her lips hot on mine begs me to kiss her again, but her words stop me.
“It was worth the wait.” The words fall easily from her lips, the same lips that look swollen and reddened from our kiss.
The reality comes back to me in this moment.
This isn’t what this was supposed to become.
I don’t know what the fuck she’s doing to me, but it can’t continue like this.
I’m ruining everything.





CHAPTER 93
Aria

I’m surprised I slept as well as I did.
No terrors, just a much-needed deep sleep. From whenever Carter brought me to bed, until nearly 2 p.m. this afternoon.
There isn’t enough sleep to mend the exhaustion I feel, but I’m grateful I’ve gotten through one night undisturbed.
As I shift on the wooden floor in Carter’s office, the ache in my muscles intensifies and I wince. I’m so fucking sore from last night. From this whole past week, maybe. I don’t know if this is normal or not, but I hurt. Every moment of the day, I feel him inside of me still and it takes me to the edge of both pleasure and pain.
Both physically and emotionally.
There’s no denying Carter is a broken and lost soul. And there’s no denying that I want to make all the wrongs in his past right.
My mind is a whirlwind of what I wish could be undone, but there are no answers that take pity on me and provide me with clarity. All I can think to do is offer him kindness. To obey, to be good for him. And maybe he’ll feel something other than the anger and hate that cloud his judgment.
I can only imagine the world he grew up in. The small pieces I’ve been given are jagged and harsh.
I shouldn’t pity the monster he became.
I shouldn’t love what he does to me.
But I do.
The short piece of chalk rolls back and forth between my fingers as I study the paper lying on the floor. I can’t remember what I drew at the park. The questions I had in my dream from not last night but the night before, are still alive and vibrant in my mind.
I can’t help but to think there are answers in my subconscious. Answers in my dreams.
But I can’t remember what I drew that day.
Instead, I keep drawing the same thing, the house from the photograph in the hall. It’s quaint and small, with rustic features. It’s definitely a backroad setting but there are other houses beside it. Close to each other.
The brick was old, and the mortar seemed even older. The weeds that grew up the side of it felt as if they belonged there like nature was intent on reclaiming the structure.
Whoever took the photograph captured the beauty of the home perfectly, but why does it call to me? Why do I keep drawing it and only changing the flowers that grow around it?
“There are four steps.” Carter’s voice breaks into my thoughts and I glance up at him, not registering his words. He takes his time rolling up the crisp, white sleeves of his dress shirt. I can’t help but admire the corded muscles under his tanned skin and remember how his hands gripped me last night, leaving bruises on my hips that still ache to the touch.
He gestures to the drawing. “The front porch had four steps.”
  
It takes me a moment to comprehend and I offer him a small smile before asking him, “This was your house, wasn’t it?”
He nods and adds, “You make it seem more alluring than it was.”
My heart tugs and a small knot forms in my throat as he returns to his laptop. Maybe if he grows to care for me, everything can be okay. It can be made right.
What a naïve thought.
“What are you thinking?” Carter’s question brings me back to the present again.
“I keep drifting into thoughts I shouldn’t,” I answer him without much conscious consent. Maybe I’ve rested so much that the sleep refuses to leave me, making me drowsy and my thoughts hazy.
“Like?” he prompts.
“Like, wondering why I love this house so much,” I answer him cautiously although my gaze stays on the paper.
“I hate that house,” Carter says after a moment and I move my eyes to his. The coldness in his eyes is ever present and it sends a chill down my spine.
“You hate everything,” I tell him absently.
“I don’t hate you,” he says pointedly, and his rebuttal sends a warmth flowing through me.
“How do you feel about me then?” I ask him and busy my fingers with the piece of chalk.
His words are softly spoken and it’s the first admission from him of any kind. “The very idea that you’re mine makes me feel as if there isn’t a thing I can’t conquer. But actually having you is… everything.”
I don’t know if he realizes how powerful his words are. How intense he is. Just being around him is suffocating. Nothing else can exist when he’s with me.
“What do you remember about last night?” he asks me, and I blink away the trance he held over me.
“Everything,” I answer him as if it’s obvious. “You came home. We had a conversation and then more on the kitchen floor…” I trail off and my teeth sink into my bottom lip at the memory. “And then you took me to bed.”
Carter nods slowly as if gauging my response. “You don’t remember what you told me when we got to bed? Do you?” My heart flickers once, then twice as I try to remember.
But I don’t.
“I fell asleep,” I tell him as if it’s an excuse.
It’s quiet for a long moment and an uneasiness washes through me. Like I’ve said something that I should regret but I don’t know what it was. Swallowing thickly, I steel myself to ask, “What did I say?”
But he doesn’t answer me, he only tsks in response.
A pounding in my chest and blood makes me feel on edge until Carter rises and stalks toward me. He looms over me, owning me with his presence as he likes to do. My eyes close as he lowers his hand to the crown of my head gently and then twirls a lock of hair between his fingers.
My heart races with his touch and I don’t know if it’s from fear or lust.
“All I want to do is fuck you until there’s no question in your mind who you belong to.” His admission forces my thighs to clench and that tender ache returns.
The tension and fear dissipate with each small touch he gives me.
“If you gave yourself to me, everything else would fall into place.”
His fingers trail lightly along my collarbone and up my chin then move to my lips, tracing them with a tender touch that I would have once found difficult to believe belongs to Carter.
“Is that all? Just give myself entirely to you to use as a fucktoy? That would solve everything?” My comeback is weakened by the gentle way the words flow, the flirtation that I can’t deny in their cadence.
His cock is right in front of my face, obviously hard and pressing against his pants. My mouth parts and my fingers itch to reach out and take him.
The throbbing between my thighs intensifies and I struggle to remind myself that I’m his captive, his fucktoy, his whore, and nothing more. All I can think is how much I want to pleasure him like he did me last night.
I want to bring him to his knees and make him weak for my touch like I am his.
“I want to…” I have to stop myself and swallow my words, feeling dirty.
He crouches in front of me, his gaze penetrating mine with an intensity that begs me to lean away from him, to run from the beast of a man who isn’t hiding anything from me.
His darkly said words are whispered from his lips. “Tell me what you want, Aria.”
“I- I-” I stutter. Like an insignificant unequal.
It takes every ounce of courage in me to raise my gaze to his, to inhale a breath, and on the exhale confess, “I want to suck you.”
“You want to wrap these pretty little lips around my cock until I cum in the back of your throat?” he asks easily with a huskiness that comes from deep in his chest, moving his pointer to my lips and tracing them once again.
I nod, forcing his finger to alter its path and graze against my cheek instead. I’m breathless, full of desire and want, numb to everything but him.
What has he done to me?
The thought hits me as he leaves me panting on the floor to grab one of the chairs in front of his desk and move it directly in front of me. He wastes no time, performing the task quickly.
He doesn’t speak as he sits down, both of his hands resting easily on his thighs.
My hand is shaky as I lift it to his zipper, but he catches me before I touch him. His grip is hot and demanding and steals my attention and breath just the same.
I’m pinned by the lust in his eyes as he asks me, “Have you done this before?” He tilts his head to ask, “Have you done anything before me?”
“Yes,” I answer him although it feels like a half-truth and just thinking that I’m partially lying to him makes my pulse quicken and body heat. It’s not the same. What I did with Nikolai wasn’t anywhere close to this. We were young, and I needed someone to offer me comfort. Nikolai was the only one there for me. I kissed him first, and I begged him to touch me.
I loved him, and I knew he loved me. Even if he would only ever be a friend.
But my father could never know about us and when Nik moved up in the ranks and I grew bolder, my father grew suspicious. I don’t think Nikolai ever wanted to risk his position for me.
And I didn’t want to risk our friendship.
What I had with him was nothing like this.
“Who was it?” Carter asks me. “More than one?” His head tilts as he releases my hand and my heart beats like a war drum.
“None of your business,” I tell him playfully and grab both of his wrists to move his hands to the armrests of the chair. “Let me play,” I tell him as if it’s a command, but the words come out as if I’m begging.
He doesn’t answer me, but his fingers wrap around the armrests and he doesn’t say anything to stop me.
I fumble with the button, my nerves getting the better of me as I move to my knees in between his legs. The sound of his pants rustling and the deep hum of desire from Carter’s chest fuel me to ignore my nerves.
He lifts his hips to help me after I unzip his pants and his cock juts out in front of my face. Shock catches me off guard. It’s larger than I thought. Veiny and thick. Instantly, I wonder how he fit inside of me. Squirming in front of him, I know he knows what I’m thinking. The rough and masculine chuckle gives it away.
I glance up at him as I wrap his dick with both my hands. I can’t possibly close my fingers around him, but the part that worries me is how I’ll fit him in my mouth.
I imagined taking all of him and pleasuring him to the point where he couldn’t control himself, but now I question if I can take a fraction of him without gagging.
Slowly, Carter lifts his hand as if asking for permission and moves it to the back of my head. “You can lick it first,” he offers low and deep, not hiding how his breathing has hitched.
The bead of precum at his slit entices me to lick it, and so I do. A blush and pride rise to heat my cheeks as the man seated in front of me shudders at my touch.
His large hand splays and brings me closer to him, urging me on for more. But I tsk him, grabbing his hand and placing it back where it belongs on the armrest.
He readjusts in his seat, but his eyes never leave mine. They’re darker than before, which only makes the silver specks stand out even more. The heat there leaves me wanting and I lean forward, finding my pleasure by covering the head of his cock with my lips.
The salty taste of precum and the feel of Carter’s thighs tightening under my forearms as I brace myself, make me moan with my mouth full of him.
“Fuck,” he groans, and his hips buck slightly, pushing him further into my mouth, moving against the roof and down my throat. And I take him easily, although my teeth scrape along his dick.
Using my lips to shield my teeth, I put pressure on his cock, taking every inch of him that I can.
My eyes burn as I lower myself more and more, and each time I get hotter and hotter for him. The thought of getting on top of him and taking my pleasure from him crosses my mind, but I resist. I want to show him I can give him pleasure like he gives me.
My nails dig into my thighs as I feel the head of his dick hit the back of my throat. It takes everything I have not to react. To not pull away and gasp for air as he suffocates me when his hips tip up and he shoves himself just a bit past my breaking point.
I sputter slightly, forcing him out of my mouth so I can breathe. I lean back but I don’t stop. Even knowing there’s saliva around my mouth, I keep working his cock with my hand and quickly take him back in and try to deep throat him again. The deep, gruff groan that Carter unleashes as I hollow my cheeks makes me feel like a queen. Like a powerful queen able to bring this man to his knees.
Through my lashes, I peek at him. At his stiff position and his blunt nails digging into the leather of his chair as he holds onto it instead of reaching out for me. My eyes drift upward as I take him deeper, trying to swallow. And at that moment Carter breaks.
“Enough,” he bites out and stands up, pulling his cock from my mouth and leaving me on my ass in front of him. My palms hit the floor hard, but I don’t care. The only feeling in my body I care about is the throbbing pulse between my thighs.
I can barely control my breathing as I look up at him. Carter Cross. Unhinged and unable to give up control. “I want you,” I plead with him from beneath him.
It’s true. I want him, and I’m unwilling to hide that fact any longer.
He turns his back to me, his pants sagging around his waist until he shoves them down, showing me his tight ass and muscular thighs.
His forearm braces against his desk and in one swift motion he clears it all to the floor. The phone, pens, his laptop, the papers. They flutter and crash to the ground all at once, but none of those things matter. The only thing I can do is stay victim to the intensity of Carter’s needs.
“I want you to ride my face. I need to feel you cum on my tongue.” His words make the ache between my thighs even greater. My need to feel him come undone even stronger.
My legs feel weak and ready to buckle as I stand, but it doesn’t matter. Carter grips my hips and forces a yelp from me as he lies across his desk, his still-hard cock jutting out as he lets me sit on his chest.
Before a single word is spoken in between my gasps for breath, Carter shoves my skirt up and shreds my panties.
As I watch the tattered lingerie fall to the floor, Carter reaches for my blouse, ripping it from the top and exposing my breasts. He tears at my clothes like they’re nothing. And they may as well be, judging by how quickly and easily they fall to his whim.
He said he wanted me to ride him. But Carter’s a fucking liar. His fingers grip the flesh of my hips and ass and he keeps me right where he wants me. He drags his tongue from my opening up to my clit, where he sucks to the point of me falling forward with a blinding pleasure that lights every nerve ending on fire.
My breasts hit the desk above his head and as I scream out, the door to the office opens.
I cover myself and try to hide, but Carter’s still ravaging my pussy when I catch Daniel’s shocked expression.
“Fuck,” is all he says, and he turns as quickly as he can to leave, reaching behind him for the doorknob but failing to grab it. I’d laugh if I wasn’t petrified, knowing I’m about to cum. The pleasure swirls into a storm in my belly and threatens to ride through every limb, moving to the tips of my fingers in waves.
“I’m going to cum,” I cry out to the ceiling as Carter lifts me off him, shoving me down against his hard cock where it brushes against my ass, so he can see who the hell opened the door.
The door slams shut finally, and Carter sits up, making me fall back against the desk while his thick cock runs along the length of my pussy and I cum. The feel of his cock just barely brushing up against my entrance is what does it.
I cum violently, with my face and every inch of my body heated. I can hear Carter grabbing his pants and pulling them up his legs even as the pleasure rolls through me, paralyzing me and heating my body all at once.
Daniel Cross, brother to the most powerful man I’ve ever met, just witnessed me riding Carter’s face and taking my pleasure from him.
I shudder as my hand reaches up to cover my breasts. I can barely breathe as I hear Carter pull up his zipper.
I should feel shame of some sort. But I can’t bring myself to do it. I feel nothing but sated, breathless and fulfilled.
“I have to see what Daniel needs. Leave one heel on each side of the desk,” Carter commands me while grabbing each of my ankles and spreading my legs apart on his desk. “Wait for me.”
He grips my hips, pulling me closer to the edge of the desk as I nod. My skirt is rumpled around me and my hands instantly move to my pussy.
“If you want to touch yourself, do it.” His command comes in between his ragged breaths. “Cum as much as you want while I’m gone.”
I lie there, my back on his desk, my ass directed to the seat he rules in and my chest heaving as he leaves me.
I’m still catching my breath when I hear the door close.
Touch yourself, I hear his words again and moan just from the command. From the deep voice and cadence that can only come from a man’s voice filled with desire.
My fingers trail over my clit, but I can’t do it.
I’m so sensitive to even the slightest touch that I have to stop my movements before pushing myself over. I can’t do it. It’s so intense, I simply can’t bring myself to the edge.
I clench around nothing, I picture Carter between my legs, on top of me, smothering me with his weight as he pounds into me and I have to scissor my legs. My hands fly to my hair, pushing it from my face and trying to get a grip.
When I open my eyes, I stare at the blank ceiling, accompanied only by my heavy breathing and the ticking of the clock.
It doesn’t stop ticking, but with each stroke, my needs diminish, and my sanity comes back to me.
I lie there for what feels like hours, and when I check the clock, it’s accurate. Over an hour has passed, my back is stiff and the desire I had is all but gone, subdued by concern, replaced with a feeling of rejection. As I sit up, everything hurts. My back, especially. I stare at the door, willing Carter to come to get me. But he doesn’t come back.
Not this hour and not the next.
Any bit of power I felt, fades to nothing, which is exactly what I feel like when I slink out of the room, covering myself with the torn shirt.
   
I HAVEN’T STOPPED STARING at the clock in the bedroom and wondering if I should go back to the office. I can’t possibly lie there waiting for him for hours. I’m almost certain he didn’t expect that when he left me.
But every minute that passes warns me to go back. To stop defying Carter and show him that I can be what he wants, and maybe that would convince him to do what I want. To spare my family.
The pride and thrill are long gone and in their place only uncertainty.
All I’m doing is worrying as I restlessly wait in Carter’s bed.
The moment I hear the click of the door opening, I sit up straight in bed, getting on my knees, clutching the sheets to my chest.
Carter walks in slowly, his gaze on the floor. He looks exhausted and beat down like I’ve never seen him. I can’t get a word out, shocked by the sight of him in this state, but the excuses I’ve drummed up and rehearsed in the last few hours don’t matter anyway.
He apologizes. Carter apologizes to me for the second time in only a matter of two days.
“I’m sorry I kept you waiting this long. I didn’t realize...” his voice trails off as he heads to the dresser, carelessly dropping his Rolex into a drawer and then taking his time to strip down.
The muscles in his shoulders ripple as he undresses with his back to me.
“Is everything okay?” I ask him, daring to pry.
His five o’clock shadow is thick, and his eyes look heavy. It’s only then that I wonder if he slept at all last night.
I barely sleep as it is, and Carter’s always awake when I drift off and always out of bed when I wake up.
“Daniel isn’t in a good place at the moment,” he tells me in a single drawn-out breath before climbing into bed.
“Problems with Addison?” I can only guess.
Carter’s gaze turns curious, but also guarded as he watches me scoot closer to him. I wonder how much of this is an act, and how much of this is really my desire to get closer to Carter as I let my hand fall to his chest. It’s awkward at first for me to lay my cheek on his bare chest while my fingers play with the smattering of chest hair that leads lower and lower. But the more he allows it, the more he wraps his arm around me like I belong there, the more comfortable I feel taking what I want from him.
“What do you know about her?” he asks me, and I feel the words rumble from his chest.
“Just that she’s with Daniel,” I tell him and then remember the first time I saw her. How upset both of them were over something I wasn’t privy to. I add quietly, “I think they love each other.”
I don’t have to look up to know that Carter’s smiling, but I do. But the small smile is weak; the bleakness can’t be hidden even by Carter’s handsome lips.
“She’s not handling lockdown well,” he confides in me. Lockdown. I’ve heard the term more than once. I know what it means, and it reminds me of the reality. My father would often leave me in the safe house for days at a time if he had to leave during lockdown. It was better when he would only be gone for hours and I could hide in my room, which I did regardless of whether we were on lockdown or not.
The words are barely spoken as my chest tightens. “I can imagine.”
“You stayed in your cell for longer than I thought you would without submitting to me. You have a mental strength that most don’t.” I don’t know how to take Carter’s statement. It’s not a compliment, although it feels like it.
“Still, I can see her wanting to leave. To not be…” I try to think of the right word, a word that won’t upset Carter and ruin the conversation. My fingers weave around the thin chain ever present around my neck. The expensive necklace that’s truly a collar.
“Tethered?” Carter questions and I can only nod, my cheek brushing against his chest as I stare straight ahead.
The silence lasts longer than I’d like it to, but all I can do is listen to the steady rhythm of Carter’s heart until he speaks.
“She’s safe here. She’s cared for.” The way he says his words is careful, yet tense. That, combined with the way his heart picks up its pace, makes me think we’re not talking about Addison anymore.
“What would you tell her then?” I ask him, wanting an insight into Carter’s thoughts. “The moment she’s alone and the thoughts of leaving race back to her?” I have to know what he would say. “What would you tell her?”
Carter moves for the first time since I’ve settled next to him. He lifts the arm wrapped around me and lets his fingers slowly trail along my skin as if he’s carefully considering his answer. He kisses my hair once, then twice before using his other hand to lift up my chin and force me to look at him. His touch is gentle. So gentle it could break me.
“I’d tell her she has someone here who loved her before she even knew the darkest levels to where love can take you. And that there’s no better protection from the shit life we lead than that.”
My heart stops. I feel it cease to beat as he continues to stare at me, and I can’t will it to move again. There’s nothing but sincerity in his gaze and the last bit of guard I have crumbles.
Love. The word love breaks something deep inside of me.
“I need this one for me,” Carter says before I can respond. He rolls over, pinning me beneath him and fucks me roughly, kisses me ravenously and then holds me to him, my back to his chest. All the while I break more and more. So much so, that I know I’ll never be the same again.





CHAPTER 94
Carter

“What’s the update?” I ask Jase, leaning against the wall in the hall. My eyes stay pinned on the carved glass doorknob with my thoughts on what’s behind it.
“Same as before.” Jase’s answer comes out low as we both see Aria and Daniel making their way toward us. They’re far enough away that she won’t be able to hear. Her fingers twist around one another as she walks quickly to keep up with Daniel’s pace.
I don’t know what Daniel tells her with a wide grin, but it cracks the solemn look on her face and she smiles back at him.
“Romano’s ready to strike when we are. As far as everyone knows, it’s the two of us taking out Talvery.”
“And the drug? What about the buyers hoarding it?”
“They’re all saying Marcus. But it’s only a name.” I know what he’s getting at. When a man is close to death, he’ll tell you anything you want to know, either to make his ending quick or to try to save himself. Four men now, each hoarding the drug we know to be lethal and each only giving up a single name in their last breath. Those are the only four buying in bulk, except for the girl I saw a week ago. I’d rather not seek her out, but our options are dwindling.
“Why not give more information?”
Jase’s palm presses against the wall and I can feel his gaze on me as he leans closer. “What does he have on them that they keep his secrets even as they die?”
“Maybe they don’t know anything else,” I offer, but Jase shakes his head. I only glance up at him because of Aria. She sees his expression and the bit of happiness Daniel provided her instantly vanishes.
Jase looks worried, angry even with a scowl plastered across his face.
“We’ll talk about it later,” I tell him lowly, but he doesn’t stop.
“They didn’t give me anything. Not a drop-off point, not a procedure or any details at all.” He leans in closer to me to emphasize, “Only a name.”
Our gazes are locked for a moment longer than they should be.
Daniel clears his throat at the same time that I hear his and Aria’s footsteps come to a stop behind me.
“Then we have a name,” I tell Jase and a small twitch gathers on the corner of his lips.
“Later,” I remind him. “We’ll talk later.” He nods, pushing off the wall and finally nodding a hello to Aria.
“I hope you like it,” Jase tells her, and she glances between the two of us, not knowing what the hell he’s talking about.
As Daniel and Jase walk away, heading back the way Daniel and Aria came, she tells him, thank you, to which she’s given a smile from both of my brothers.
Her nervousness is still visible as she barely glances toward me and continues to run her fingers along the seam of her blouse. Anything out of the normal routine causes this reaction in her.
I wonder how long that will last.
The drunken comment she made the other night hasn’t left me. That night, as soon as she was asleep, I made arrangements.
She said she’s going to leave me one day. That she’s going to run away and hide in her room until the war is done with. She was drunk, but she said it as if it was a fact.
She doesn’t remember saying it, but that doesn’t change anything.
I won’t let her leave me. She’s never allowed to leave me.
I asked her why she’d leave me, and she said so simply, that sometimes she just wants to breathe but can’t even do that without overthinking everything.
I won’t give her a bedroom, but she can have a room to run to.
I can hide what’s going on from her until her questions fade and all she has left is me.
“What is this?” Aria asks as the door opens.
“It was a storage room,” I answer her with one hand splayed on her lower back and one hand on the door to push it open as far as it’ll go.
“And now?” she asks aimlessly as she takes a step into the brightly lit room. Her face is filled with awe as she steps further into the lushly decorated room.
Other than a gray paisley wallpapered wall to the left, where one would presume a bed to sit, the remainder of the walls are a soft blush, nearly white.
The chair at the vanity is lined with a matching gray striped fabric and beyond it are glass vases and a matching glass standing light.
Gray and blush are the only two colors. The decorator referred to the color scheme as mineral tones, but it looks feminine as fuck to me. I wanted Aria to know this room was designed for her, so every piece of furniture and item contained in this room was meant to ensure she knew it belonged to her.
Everything else, from the plush white rug in the center of the room to the sheer curtains, is white. A glass table and mirrored nightstands allow the light to shine through with no obstructions.
It didn’t take long for the company to put it together. Her room is at the other end of my wing, farthest away from my bedroom. It was Jase’s suggestion and the only reason I agreed was due to my impatience. I needed it done quickly considering we’re only days away from all-out war.
“What do you want in return?” Aria asks me hesitantly.
My expression turns hard for a moment while I consider her. “This isn’t a negotiation or a game, Aria. It’s a gift.” Her beautiful hazel eyes widen slightly and her lips part to apologize, but I interrupt her to ask, “Do you like it?”
“It’s beautiful,” she says reverently as she admires the details of each of the pieces, only taking small glances at me to keep track of how I’m assessing her as she reacts to the room.
“There’s no bed?” she asks quietly with a touch of confusion as she stares toward the wall where one should obviously sit.
“You can sleep in my room…” I almost add, “or the cell,” but I choose not to. She seems to hear the words regardless, her eyes drifting to the floor as she swallows thickly.
“This isn’t a room I’d like you to consider your bedroom.” My words bring her gaze back to me. Choosing my words carefully, I tell her, “You belong with me, but this is a place for you to go if you need… space.”
She only nods, and I think that’s all the reaction I’ll get until she peeks up at me, her fingers trailing along the patterned wallpaper, and says softly, “Thank you.” The gratitude melts the tension between us, and it soothes a deep need inside of me for her to want what I can give her.
I watch Aria walk hesitantly to the vanity, intricately carved and an antique, but stunning. She barely touches the cut glass knobs before pulling out the drawers and finding her things there.
Not the ones she had at her home, but new ones to replace each item she had.
Her hand hovers above them for a moment, almost as if she’s afraid she’ll be bitten by something inside if she moves too quickly.
Her pace is quicker as she moves to the closet, filled with all kinds of clothing. From expensive dresses and lingerie to nightshirts I was told she prefers.
“I enjoy picking out what you wear,” I tell her and catch her attention as she turns to look at me, although her hand is still caressing the silk of a deep red blouse.
“And you choose red,” she says beneath her breath before turning back to the closet. “There’s certainly a theme.”
“Red complements you well,” I answer her although she doesn’t respond. I take a single step toward her, but she continues to examine the room, taking in each bit with care.
“If you’d like something changed,” I tell her as she opens a nightstand drawer, “it can be arranged.”
She stares at me as she shuts the drawer. There’s an edge to her movements.
“How did you know?” she asks, and her question is laced with tension.
“Know what, exactly?” I ask her, my muscles coiling from the tone of her voice.
Her gaze shifts to the open door before her eyes land on me. Her fingers play with the edge of her blouse in a nervous fidget.
“You have a lot of things here.” She licks her lip and debates on continuing, but she doesn’t need to.
“I asked for a list,” I answer her before she can ask how I knew what she’d want.
“There’s a rat,” she whispers, and her posture turns stiff.
“How did you think Romano knew when and where to acquire you?”
“Acquire… is that what you call it?” Her voice rises as she stalks toward me. Slow, deliberate steps and I can feel the tension rolling off of her shoulders. “The rat told you where to acquire your whore and what to fill her room with?” she asks me with shaky breaths and tears in her eyes.
“I wanted this to be nice for you.” The hard words linger between us as my throat tightens. Anger is written on my face; I can feel it like stone, but I can’t change my expression.
Of every smart comment and tiny bit of anger she’s shown me, this is the worst.
Distrust is clearly evident. I didn’t earn her distrust. I’m not the fucking rat.
“How did you expect me to react to being told someone was spying on me?” she asks with genuine distress as her lower lip wobbles and she catches it between her teeth before turning her back to me. I thought she already knew. She’s a smart woman, but I forget how trusting she is. How loyal.
Her arms cross and uncross as she debates on how to handle the revelation. She paces from the dresser to the vanity. Already pacing in this room. I have to fight the urge to smirk as I watch her pace back and forth over the white rug, which is exactly how I pictured her in here.
But not so soon, and not like this. This room is better than the cell if nothing else.
“I thought you would have assumed,” I tell her honestly and nervousness prickles my skin as she glares back at me. It’s unsettling and I debate on leaving her here, but I refuse. She’s not going to take her anger out on me. Not when it belongs to someone else. “It wasn’t supposed to upset you. I wanted you to have everything you could have possibly wanted,” I admit to her and try to keep my voice even and calm, but the anger toward her response still lingers.
The nervousness grows inside of me, and I’m sickened by it. I thought she would appreciate this. I thought she would be excited to have everything she had before. Or at least grateful. I thought wrong.
I should feel irritated or pissed, but that’s not what I feel at all. I’ve done this to her. She can’t accept a gift without being cautious of my intentions.
With a growing pit in my stomach, I speak without meeting her eyes. I stare straight ahead at the hanging curtains that are only meant to add beauty to the locked windows that will never open for her.
“I wanted to make you happy,” I tell her and clear my throat of the spiked knot. “I thought this would make you happy,” I pause to run my hand over the back of my head, feeling the ever-present crease that reminds me how shitty I am at knowing what she needs beyond a good fuck and finally look into her thoughtful gaze that’s already softening, “or at least provide you comfort.”
My heart beats faster as she stares back at me with a kindness she hasn’t before given me. “I’m trying to be gentle,” I confess to her.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers in a choked voice. The second I feel myself wavering and losing the man I am to this woman, she wanders toward me and wraps her arms around my waist, her hands splaying on my shoulders as she hugs me.
It takes me a moment to hold her to me and when I do, I kiss her hair and bury my face in it before she pulls away.
Her eyes are glassy but she doesn’t cry; she sounds strong, although a few of her words crack as she says, “It’s just a reminder… of everything that I’ll never have again.” She gestures to the room and exhales deeply before adding, “It’s beautiful and it does give me comfort. You have no idea how much I love this. I do.” She swallows with her eyes closed and then runs her fingers through her hair. I wait patiently for her to continue.
“I’m sorry, it’s just… there’s always something that happens that proves I know nothing and I’m lost.”
“You’re not lost.” My response is immediate, and my tone is one I expect from myself. It’s not to be questioned. “You belong here, with me.”
Her shoulders steady as her breathing calms and her formerly emotionally-distraught features calm once again, but it’s an act. She’s brimming inside with a mixture of fear, betrayal, anger, and confusion.
“You’re only lost because you want to be,” I tell her low and deep, reaching out and pulling her small body closer to me.
Her hands land on my chest and she gasps slightly before looking up at me.
“I can give you everything. I can give you what you never even dreamed of before.” I mean every word. I can and will.
Her long hair shines in the light as she nods, making it swish along her collarbone. She’s compliant, but her wide eyes are full of questions. Questions she doesn’t ask me. Some of them I’m grateful I won’t have to answer.
“If you want to run, you run here.”
“Carter, there are things you can’t replace.” She looks straight ahead at my chest as she speaks and her shoulders shudder. “Money can’t replace--”
“I’m fully aware of what money can’t replace. Nothing can erase the past. Nothing can bring it back.” The sharp edge of my words and the pain and anger I refuse to hide in them erase her desperation to beg me for what I will never give her.
“I’ll give you what I can. Everything that I’m able. But sometimes what we want most is impossible to achieve.” My throat tightens with emotion and just as it does, Aria props herself up on her tiptoes, gently caresses my face and kisses me.
It’s short and only a peck. Only a small kiss. Nothing like what we’ve shared before.
It feels different than it has before. Her touch is hesitant. A different kind of fear is in control of her and shows in her eyes. The kiss is meant to put an end to the conversation. She’s hiding in that act.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I command her although the edge of desperation is evident to me. I don’t think she can hear it. I pray she can’t.
Her answer doesn’t come quickly. She tries to leave me, and I cling to her, but she grabs my wrists and pulls my touch away as she tells me, “I’m scared.”
“You don’t have anything to fear if you obey me,” I tell her, pinning her gaze to mine.
“You don’t understand,” she whispers.
The unspoken words between us are causing a crack in the delicate balance of what we have.
The reality that she’s still my prisoner.
The truth that I won’t rest until her father is dead.
The fact that she won’t forgive me for killing everyone she’s ever known and loved.
And the fact I never want to be without her and I think she feels the same about me. If only she could accept what’s to come.
The Talverys will be massacred. And she, the sole survivor of her name, belongs to me.





CHAPTER 95
Aria

It’s too much, I think with my thumbnail in between my teeth as I lie in the soaking tub.
Every day, something changes, and I never know how to react or what it means for us. What it means about me.
How could I not have known someone was watching me?
It must have been Mika.
He was always watching and taunting and teasing, but I thought it was just because he was an asshole on a power trip.
I lower my hand back into the steaming water and try to settle against the edge of the tub. My foot slips up to the faucet, feeling the hot water splash against it.
I can feel my fight leaving. The urge to keep fighting and keep holding on to the girl I was before Carter acquired me is trickling out of me day by day.
He’s going to kill my family. My father. Nikolai. I know Carter will, no matter how much he cares for me.
That’s the most painful part. I think he does care for me, but Carter is ruthless and there’s nothing I can do to stop him. There’s no point in trying.
The hopelessness presses against my shoulders, threatening to push me under and drown away my sorrows.
I wish I was numb to it all. There’s nothing worse than being fully aware yet having no way to change any of it. Without fighting, I feel like a traitor. I’m not just surviving anymore. I’m living, and I don’t know how I can forgive myself for having feelings for the man who’s responsible for so many horrible sins.
Just as I feel tears pricking at my eyes, Carter’s voice startles me. “You’re tense.”
I try to hide my sniffling and feel pathetic that I’m crying at all. Carter ignores it though, offering me that small bit of mercy as he strips down and slowly sinks into the tub, scooting me forward so he can lie in the bath behind me. The water sloshes and rises higher up my body as he sinks into the tub.
His touch is gentle, and I don’t fail to notice that he’s hard already. Just the thought of his cock makes my thighs clench and the dull ache that never leaves sends a wave of want through me.
Maybe that’s why I don’t want to fight him. The only thing that takes away the pain and anger is the one thing he gives me constantly. And that makes me a whore of the worst kind.
The water sways and a shiver runs down my spine as Carter’s large hands press against my shoulders, pulling me into his chest. His fingers drift down my body, over the pearls and diamonds of his necklace that I always wear because he told me to, and the faint touch hardens my nipples and leaves goosebumps in his path to the hot water.
“What are you thinking?” Carter’s deep voice rumbles just as I close my eyes and I open them to stare at the tiled wall and answer bluntly.
“I was thinking I don’t want to kill you anymore because you fuck me so often.” The truth spills out easily, not even questioning my answer to him.
His rough chuckle almost makes me smile as he reaches for the sponge and then dips it into the steaming water.
“I’m so tired,” I say absently as Carter runs the sponge along my shoulder and down my forearm.
“It’s late. Later than you usually stay awake.” I spent hours in the gilded room. That’s what I’m calling it now. That’s all it is. Even if it is beautiful, and I do love that he had it built for me and I’m grateful to have my things back… or replicas of them.
“When do you even sleep?” I ask him. “You’re always awake when I go to sleep, and awake when I wake up.”
“I don’t like to sleep,” he answers me. “I can sleep when I’m dead.”
His even tone and lack of humor make my heart tense. Like it doesn’t want to beat when he talks like that.
Readjusting, I watch the film of bath oils move on the surface of the water and nestle my foot under Carter’s calf.
“You know we could have started this way,” I say weakly, not sure if I should broach the subject, but what do I have to lose?
“What way?”
“With you giving me a room and being less of a monster.” The words slip out easily and Carter’s ministrations pause at the last word. But then he keeps going, continuing to wash me.
“And what would you have done? Destroyed the room and used the shards of glass to kill me?”
He’s not wrong. I could easily see that happening and the reality makes the small hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
What happened to that fight? To that edge I’m fully aware would have come out had the situation been different.
Nothing has changed. Carter stole me, keeps me prisoner and he’s going to kill my family.
None of that has changed. Yet here I lie against him, loving his touch and finding my heart being ripped into two.
“We should talk about something else,” Carter suggests.
The sound of the water falling from my shoulder to the tub is calming. Which is anything but what I should be feeling. The sponge is still hot, and it soothes my tired muscles.
“I could fall asleep in here,” I murmur absently. All I want to do anymore is sleep. I don’t know if I’m depressed, worn out, or if that’s what happens when you lose your fight.
“Can I wash you?” I ask him, wondering if he’d let me.
A moment passes and then he dips the sponge back under; I expect him to give it to me, but that’s not what happens.
“I like washing you,” he whispers against my ear, his warm breath creating a wave of want that flows through me. But my eyes stay open.
Of course, he wouldn’t want me to wash him. He couldn’t even let me suck his dick. A small huff of feigned humor leaves me, and I readjust in the water so that the sound of it splashing will drown out the huff, but he hears it anyway.
“What?” he asks and leans forward to look at my expression, pulling my shoulder against his to keep me from avoiding him.
I meet his dark gaze, the grays and silvers seeming to take over in the bathroom light. “Nothing, it just feels good. It’s nice to feel cared for.”
Without speaking he leans back, kisses the crook of my neck, and moves the sponge to my neck and chest.
“Did you think it would be this way from the beginning?” I ask him. Truly wanting to know what he thought back then, only weeks ago. The reminder of the cell, of me starving and dying of both boredom and fear should make me angry, but all it does is make me pity Carter.
“I didn’t know what to expect from you. I only knew I wanted to have you.”
“To have me,” I echo and settle my head in the crook of his neck. The movement makes my breasts rise above the surface of the water for a moment and the chill is unwelcome until I settle back into the water.
“Your choice of words always seems to amaze me.” My voice is flat, and I wish I could take it back. Silence stretches, and I wonder how long I’ve been in the water.
You can’t wash everything away, but I wish I could.
“How did you think this would end?”
“You’re asking a lot of questions tonight,” he says instead of giving me an answer and places the sponge back on its shelf rather than answering me.
“Oh, and I see I’ve found the question that crosses the line,” I tell him with a smile although a deep pain courses through my heart as I shut my eyes. Each beat feeling harder and taking more of me just to keep going. I can only imagine what Carter wanted to do with me.
“It all changed when I saw how much you wanted me. When I saw how much you craved my touch… how much you needed me.” I open my eyes as Carter’s fingers reach for my chin, the water dripping into the tub as he forces me to look into his eyes.
“I need you to want me still when this is over.” Carter’s words hold an edge of sincerity that’s too much to handle.
I almost ask why, but I’m afraid of the answer I’ll get. I’m afraid what I feel for him isn’t reciprocated. I’ve been foolish before, and I’m almost certain I am now.
“I’m not afraid of you,” I confess to him, wanting to at least hint at the depths of what I feel for him.
“You should be.” He doesn’t try to make his words gentle in the least. “You need to be.”
In his presence, my body turns to fire. He ignites something inside of me like no one else ever has. I doubt anyone else could ever affect me the way he does. Some moments, I hate him and who he is, and what he’s done and will do. But unless those thoughts are on the forefront of my mind, the hate fades and it’s replaced with a lust that clouds my judgment and demands my body bow to his. To show him love like he’s never seen and the power of what it can do to heal him.
What’s more? I crave it more every day. I’m addicted to Carter Cross. And the shame of that fact, although present, has quieted.
But the voice is still there and picks away at me. It’s relentless, but so is Carter.





CHAPTER 96
Carter

Some moments, I feel closer to her.
Others, more distant.
I wish I knew what to make of her tonight. Nothing went as I thought it would and that puts me on edge.
She fell asleep in the tub, and as I carry her small form wrapped in a towel to bed, I can’t help but notice how peaceful she looks.
Tonight, was like knowing you’re in the eye of a storm. She’s calm and placated but beneath the surface, everything she’s truly feeling rage inside of her. She needs to let it go.
I have to set her down and pull the comforter from underneath her before she can bury herself into the mattress.
As she nestles into the sheets, she wakes calmly.
Rubbing her eyes, she comes to and asks, “Is it morning?” She practically hums the words.
With her damp hair a mess and sleep lingering in her expression, she’s fucking gorgeous.
I cup her cheek and plant a soft kiss on her lips, to which she lifts hers up and deepens it. I’m growing addicted to the way she kisses me. How she doesn’t hide her passion in her touch.
Unlike in her gifted room today. I want them all to be like this one.
I’ve never kissed a woman before her. Never let myself fall for anyone or given them that part of me. So, every peck, every time she deepens it, it means so much more than I thought it would. I need more of this from her.
“Not yet, songbird.” Whispering against her lips I tell her, “You fell asleep in the bath.”
She slowly sits up as I climb into bed next to her.
“Well, I don’t feel tired now,” she tells me and sits cross-legged.
Exhaustion sweeps over me as I lie down and pull her close to me. “Good, I can have you then,” I tell her, letting my lips drag against her neck to leave a trail of open-mouth kisses. I rock my erection into her hip and then pin her under me. “I wanted you in the bath.”
I’d planned on putting one heel on each side of the tub, just as I’d told her to do in the office, but her questions were more important. More insightful, even though I didn’t like where they were going.
It feels like she’s slipping from me, slowly. I’m losing her, and I don’t know how or why.
But I’ll get her back. She has nowhere else to run and no one else.
She only needs to accept that.
Her hand sweeps behind my neck and she pulls my lips to hers, taking and demanding. “Make me forget,” she whispers against my lips and my chest aches at her words.
I need to forget, just as she does. It’s so easy to get lost in her.
My fingers trail down the dip in her waist slowly until I find her cunt. Already hot and wet and needy, she rocks herself into my palm and I smile against her lips.
Nipping her lower lip and guiding my cock to her entrance, I tease her, “You’re always ready for me.”
“Always,” she mewls just before I slam into her to the hilt.
“Fuck!” she yells out as I pull out and then thrust into her slowly, taken aback at the tone of her strangled cry.
Her palms press against my chest, pushing me away as I kiss the crook of her neck and she moans a painful sound. “Carter,” she whispers my name with agony. Her brow is etched with a look of pain.
“It hurts,” she gasps, arching her neck as I pull out of her completely. “It hurts,” she repeats, trying to close her legs. Shit. My body tenses concerned that I hurt her. Fuck. Not like this.
“Shh,” I whisper against her neck and kiss her lightly as my fingers find her clit. She needs to feel good under me. I can’t have her any other way.
Instantly, she moans that sweet sound of pleasure I love hearing. “I was wondering how much I could fuck you before you’d be too sore.” She only replies with a quick inhale and the buck of her hips which does nothing but give me slight relief.
“Look at me,” I command her, and her head turns instantly to face me. Her gorgeous hazel-green eyes burn into mine. My thumb rubs ruthless circles around her clit and Aria bites into her lower lip, desperate to keep her eyes on me but knowing the pleasure will rock through her soon.
Her back bows slightly and her breaths turns to pants, but instead of letting her get off, I lower my fingers, trailing them through her lips and gathering the wetness to bring it lower.
“I could always take you here,” I say lowly, pressing my fingers against her forbidden entrance.
Aria’s answer is to open her mouth wider with a look of shock, but more than that, sinful curiosity.
A smile stretches across my lips as I say, “Not tonight though. I have to play with you first.” Her eyes light again with curiosity and the guilt I felt a moment ago diminishes. I bring my fingers back to her clit then down to her entrance, pressing them inside her gently, but even that makes her wince.
I have to pull the covers back to look at her slick folds; she’s red and swollen, well used.
That doesn’t mean I can’t give her pleasure and that I can’t have mine in return. If I’ve learned anything about Aria, it’s that the more I give her pleasure, the more compliant she is.
Her eyes stay pinned on me as she looks down her body and waits for what I’ll do to her.
I run my tongue up and down her pussy and then suck on her clit. She’s so fucking sweet. The taste of her on my lips makes my cock twitch with need. With her hands in my hair and her heels digging into the bed she finds her release, screaming out my name.
She curls on her side as I move back up the bed and lie next to her, not waiting to position her just as I want her. With one hand on her breast and the other pushing the hair away from her flushed face, she’s still reeling from her orgasm when I move my cock between her thighs.
“Arch your back,” I tell her, and she obeys instantly, jutting her ass out. And it tempts me. The curve of her waist and the round flesh of her ass are so seductive. I can just imagine gripping on to her and rocking into her as she screams in ecstasy.
She’s not ready for my dick to take her ass though… not yet.
I settle on pushing the head of my cock inside her, only the head and wait for her reaction. A small moan escapes her lips as she rocks gently, finding the aftershocks pleasurable. I know there will be a bite of pain, but there’s nothing better than when pain and pleasure mix.
“Grab my cock,” I give her the command, and she reaches around to take my cock and stroke it. “Harder,” I say then put my hand over hers and show her how to jerk me off. She only has a grip on the base of my dick, but her unsure hold and the lust in her eyes are enough to get me off. Even without her pussy clenching around the head of my cock.
“Fuck,” I groan as she rubs me and slowly pushes more of me inside of her. With my hand on her hip, I stop her from pushing more of me inside of her. Even with her getting off, it’ll only make her worse off and all I need is this.
“I want you every night, however I can have you.” My words are tense as I sit on the edge of my release.
The air between us is different now. There’s a raw quality neither of us can hide, although I’ll never admit it.
Her pressure is firm, her strokes even and deliberate, and then her pussy spasms around the tip of my dick as she cums again from me rubbing her clit.
But it’s the way she’s looking at me that gets me off. Like I’m hers to play with. I’m hers to fuck, to use.
Like she owns me, as she strokes my dick and I cum inside her.
My eyes beg me to close them as I revel in the sweet burst of satisfaction and I mark her again. But her gaze stays on mine, our breath mingling, and I’m forced to get lost in her hazel eyes. I’m still cumming when she releases me, turning and kissing me hard, crashing her lips to mine and devouring me.
My cum leaks from her and onto the sheets, but she doesn’t care and neither do I.
Her heart races as she presses her breasts to my chest and belly to mine. Once again wanting to get closer to me, and I feel for the first time today I have her back. She’s mine again.
The day I stop fucking her will be the day I lose her. She needs my touch like I need the air she breathes.
“I think I might be able to sleep now,” she whispers and then smiles against my lips.
“Sleep well.” I keep my voice calm and soothing, rubbing my arm up and down her bare back as she settles her head on my chest, a new habit of hers. One I approve of.
Looking up at me with her head resting on my arm she tells me, “Sweet dreams.”
I kiss her gently as she drifts off to sleep in my arms with the faint taste of lust still on her lips.
   
ADDICTS WILL GET high on anything. My father’s words ring in my ears. The white lights are too bright. I wince.
Where am I? My head lolls to the side; it’s so heavy I can’t lift it. Everything hurts.
Slowly, I feel each of my limbs. My wrists won’t move, pinned against a metal chair. The same with my ankles and every inch of me is in pain, but the worst is radiating from my stomach.
I heave up a breath that squeezes my chest, coughing up blood.
Fuck.
My right eye is swollen, and I try to open it, remembering how my mother’s pills fell into the gutter. No, we needed that money.
My father said the addicts would buy them, but hardly any of them did. I stayed out all day, and only two buyers paid me anything. And then the men showed up. Talvery’s men.
“How long was he there?”
I hear someone from across the room ask the question and open my eyes to see a swinging light and a man in a crisp suit with long black hair slicked back tossing my wallet across a metal table littered with tools.
A groan tears from me as I try to move. Try to get away. I know he’s going to kill me. I know it.
But it’s hopeless.
“I’m sorry,” I spew and more blood spits up. “I didn’t know,” I try to say but my throat is so dry and feels bruised. I don’t think they heard me, so I repeat myself, pleading for mercy. “I didn’t know.”
“You didn’t know what, kid?” a man hisses in front of me. Pain spikes at the back of my scalp as he grips my hair and shakes my head to look at him. “You didn’t know you were dealing on my turf?” His eyes are a pale blue and ice cold. “The whole east side knows it now. So, you’re fucked.” He spits out the words then leaves me, picking up something from the metal table.
Every crunch of bone, every rip of my skin, every deep gouge pushes me closer and closer until I’m holding on to life by a thread.
I even cry out for my mother.
They all laugh in the room. But still, I cry out for her. Praying she can’t see this and what’s happened only weeks after her death. Shame and regret and pain make my head feel light and slowly I feel weightless. So close to death.
Please, just end it. I don’t want to live anymore. I can’t.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
At first, I think they’re guns that wake me, stopping me from drifting to lifelessness.
Bang. Another bang at the door so close to me, yet impossible to reach.
“Please, I need you,” someone says, and her voice sends a chill through my body, but at the same time, warmth. “I need you.” The words are feminine and soft, but with a plea that begs me to listen.
She needs me.
The pain is still vivid with every move of my limbs, but I can hear her if I listen.
The voice turns harder, colder and the air goes frigid.
“I need you, Carter,” she says again but this time there’s no negotiation in her tone. “I need you!” she yells at me.
The anger rising and a storm brewing around me, she screams at me, her voice reverberating in the room, “I still need you!”





CHAPTER 97
Aria

His arm feels so heavy. I can barely hear my groan as I wake up and try to push away Carter’s arm.
I struggle, but he only squeezes tighter.
My shoulders twist and I push against his arm, but the muscles are coiled, and his grip is too much. I can’t breathe.
My eyes shoot open, realizing this isn’t a dream.
“Carter!” I cry out in a strangled breath, fighting his hold and letting the anxiety rush through my blood to make me kick backward, shoving and heaving to get him off of me. “Wake up!” My heart pounds harder.
I struggle to breathe. My voice croaks and my lungs burn as I yell, “Carter!”
My chest flies forward as he jolts awake, instantly releasing me and leaving me breathless and crumpled on the bed. The mattress dips and groans as Carter gets up. I push the hair from my face and then try to steady my ragged breathing.
It was only a moment – a small moment – maybe a minute in time, but I thought he was going to kill me, he held me so tight.
“You scared the shit out of me.” I barely get the words out, my eyes still burning.
Without an answer, I turn to him and it’s then I see he’s breathing just as heavily as I am. With both palms against the wall, he leans over and tries to calm himself down.
My blood runs cold at the sight of him. “Carter?” My voice carries across the room to him, ignoring how my muscles are screaming still from fighting against his grip.
Getting onto my knees, I crawl to the edge of the mattress. His shoulders are tense, and he won’t look at me.
Cautiously, I climb off the bed and go to him. “It’s okay.” I try to keep my voice soothing, but my body hasn’t caught up to the fact that he needs me. “I’m okay,” I say, trying to reassure him.
With my heart hammering, I gently place a hand on his arm but he’s quick to rip it away and stalk to the bathroom, leaving me with a pounding fear racing through my blood.
“Carter,” I say hesitantly, but he doesn’t respond to me at all.
The question is clear in my mind, go to him or let him be? I’m still catching my breath and waking up as I push my hair from my hot face, registering what just happened.
If I’ve ever seen a man who shouldn’t be left alone, it’s Carter. He’s too broken, and there’s no telling what he’ll do.
“Was it just a nightmare?” I ask him innocently, wanting him to give me anything. I can feel the rug end and the wood begin as I walk toward him in the dark.
He flicks on the light in the bathroom and runs the water. And I walk toward the sound and strip of light from the bathroom that guides me.
“Carter?” I ask him softly as I push the bathroom door open and see his back to me again. His muscles ripple as he washes his face.
“Please, talk to me,” I whisper weakly when he still doesn’t answer me. Even after he’s dried off his face. “Are you okay?”
I can see him swallow in the mirror. I can see the weary expression of a man who’s led a horrible life. The fatigue in his eyes. The pain etched in the faint scars on his back.
He presses his palms to his eyes and breathes in and out. “Go to bed,” he commands in a harsh tone I don’t expect, although, I don’t leave as asked.
My heart squeezes with pain. I won’t leave him like this. “I don’t want to,” I tell him with barely any courage, the words coming out shaky.
“What happened?” I ask him in a comforting whisper. “It was just a dream,” I tell him, hoping they’ll have more comfort for him than those words do for me.
For the first time, he looks at me in the mirror, and the sight of him sends a chill down my spine. The power, the anger, the man who rules and gives no mercy expecting none in return, pierces me with his gaze.
“Don’t tell anyone.” His words are soft and they hang in the air with a threat. An unneeded and ridiculous threat.
“Tell anyone what?” I question his sanity at this moment, only to realize he doesn’t want me to tell anyone that he had a nightmare. “I wouldn’t. I would never.” My words come out quickly as tears prick my eyes. “That’s not why I’m here, Carter.”
“Go to bed,” he tells me again, although this time his words are softer.
“Are you okay?” I ask him, taking another small step toward him, but still not sure if I should touch him. All I want to do is hold him, pull him close to me and tell him it’s all right. Just like the way he’s held me over the past few weeks. But I don’t even know what happened.
With his grip on the edge of the sink and his head lowered, his voice comes out quietly and nearly menacing but more than that, heart-wrenching.
“Look at me, Aria.” He speaks to me in the mirror, his eyes bloodshot as they stare back at me. “Look at who I am. Nothing about me is okay.”
I stand there shaking, my words and breath caught by the intensity of the man in front of me. Even as he turns off the light, leaving me in darkness as he walks around me, his skin barely grazing mine, I tremble. His pace is ruthless as he leaves me, slamming the door and I’m left stunned and shaken. More than anything, I’m saddened by everything that just happened and so aware of how alone I am as I cry myself to sleep.





CHAPTER 98
Carter

Somehow, I fucked up.
She’s the one who was supposed to change when I gave her the knife.
She’s the one who should need me.
Not the other way around.
I can’t shake last night or the knowledge that every day Aria seeps deeper into my blood and every thought that I have.
I’m consumed by her. I can’t deny it. She brings out a side of me that should have stayed dead.
“Are you listening?” Daniel asks me, tearing my eyes away from the drawing Aria made yesterday.
He looks as worn out as I feel. It’s because of Addison. She’s not okay being back here. She didn’t realize what this family became after she left. Time changes everything, but she didn’t know. She couldn’t have. And this lockdown leaves us nowhere to hide.
“She needs more than this. She’s not handling the transition well. She needs... she needs to not feel trapped.” Daniel hunches over in his chair, both hands on the back of his head, his elbows on his knees. When he looks up at me, I feel like I truly am the monster Aria calls me for putting him through this. For putting both of them through this. With tears in his eyes, he tells me, “I’m losing her. I don’t want this for her.”
“You’re protecting her,” I remind him. She’s the one they went after and tried to kidnap, to kill, to do whatever they wanted with. She may have been safe if he’d never chased her. If they hadn’t realized he loved her. But you can’t change the past.
“She doesn’t care,” he tells me as he swipes his eyes with the heel of his palm, hiding his pain with a look of anger and annoyance I know is just a ruse. “She thought at first I was overreacting. That it was all in my head and over the incident at her place.” He shakes his head silently before looking me in the eyes. “She said I was being ridiculous. She had no idea. So, I had to tell her.”
“You told her what?” I ask him, just now realizing he’s told her more than she needs to know.
“That men are going to die, and those men want us dead first. I told her we’re at war. She still wants out. She doesn’t like this. And I don’t like keeping her here against her will.”
My voice feels tense and catches in my throat watching him in pain over this.
“She didn’t agree to this. This wasn’t what it was like when we were kids. She had no idea, and I brought her back blindly. I was selfish.” His words are laced with regret. The last sentence comes out in a harsh whisper. “So fucking selfish.” The pain radiates off of him. “I can’t lose her again.”
“You can’t risk her safety either,” I reply and I’m firmer with him than I usually am. We’re at war, and Talvery and his men will attack us the moment they can. “If I were them,” I tell Daniel, “I’d be waiting and any chance I could take to strike first, I’d take it.”
“I know,” he murmurs and hangs his head. “They know they’re dead men; they have nothing to lose. And they’d kill her just because I love her.”
“It’ll all be over soon,” I say to try to offer him comfort as he rests his elbows back on his knees and steeples his fingers, keeping them against his lips.
“I don’t know if she’ll still love me then,” he whispers his pain.
“I know what you mean.” The words slip out and I can’t stop them. Daniel’s eyes hold a question, but he takes a moment to ask it. Waiting and stretching the silence.
“Have you thought for a moment, that maybe keeping her locked up is putting her more at risk? There’s only so much you can control for someone until it turns on you.”
“What choice do I have?” I retort, and his gaze moves to the floor again. “We’re all prisoners of war,” I remind him. “But it will be over soon.”
“When it’s done with… she’ll stay? Aria will stay with you?” he questions me.
I search his face for the intention, why he would even consider her leaving.
“She won’t hold it against you?” he asks me as if knowing what I needed to hear him say in order to answer.
“I don’t know. She’s mine. And she’ll stay with me. Forgiveness will come.”
He starts to say something, readjusting his footing but then he shakes his head.
“I came in to tell you something else, although I’m not sure you want to hear it,” he tells me and straightens in his chair.
I gesture for him to go on. Although, I don’t know why I’m in a rush. I’ve barely spoken to Aria this morning and I’m not sure I’m ready to, not after last night.
I expect him to tell me the same shit Jase has been saying, that Marcus is up to something. Marcus is going to strike. That we have three enemies now, not just one.
Without any proof other than the word of dead men. A single word. The enemies will fall in order: Talvery, Romano, and then Marcus. When we have more proof. I’m not in the habit of starting a war over a single word from the lips of a soon-to-be-dead addict.
“Nikolai is asking around for her,” Daniel tells me and that catches me by surprise.
“Is that right?” I ask as my thumb taps against my lip. Resentment stirs inside of me. He brings out a side of jealousy in me that I’ve never felt before. He had her first.
Daniel nods with the hint of amusement at his lips. “Ever since Romano confirmed it.”
“And what’s he asking?”
“How he can get her back.” He doesn’t hide the thrill in his eyes from delivering this news to me.
“You’re a prick for loving this as much as you do.”
“It certainly adds an interesting dynamic, doesn’t it?” he asks and a mix of curiosity, hate, and jealousy mingle in my blood.
“He has nothing to bargain with and even if he did, there’s nothing I’d want in her place.”
“He’s already been told that and that it would be pointless to even ask you, but he demanded you be told.”
“Did he?”
I can’t blame Daniel for being so amused. “He seems to really care for her.”
“Is this the first or second time I’ve told you I want him to die first?” I ask Daniel and he only snorts a laugh. Every night in the cell that Aria spoke his name, my hate for Nikolai grew. And she did it often. I’m fully aware of how close they were. Too fucking close for him to keep breathing when all of this is over.
“You really think she’ll forgive you?” he asks with a cocked brow. I don’t think he realized what his question would do to me.
She’ll have to forgive me. There’s no other way.
   
I DON’T LIKE LEAVING Aria or being away from the estate right now, especially knowing that every moment I’m away is a moment that threatens to make her question what she should do.  That’s a dangerous thought to leave her with; all she should do is what I tell her, but I have to be present for this. 
There are times when it’s required to be seen.  This particular instance is one of those times.  With slicked-back hair and a sharp suit, Oliver looks younger than I remember him.  Maybe it’s the wide grin on his face that adds to his youthful appearance.  Maybe it’s the shot of what looks like whiskey that he clinks against Frank’s beer and then throws back as he takes his seat.  Neither of them sees me, but the security and Jared notice the moment I enter.  They tense as I let the back doors close easily behind me, listening to Frank’s hard slap on Oliver’s back in congratulations.
Frank’s all right I guess.  He’s a little older than me, only by a few years, but he’s perpetually twenty-one.  A punk kid with no goals in life other than making a buck on the streets and letting everyone know he’s proud of it.  I don’t give a fuck what his motivation is, so long as he listens.  I catch his light blue gaze and he slides back in his chair with a broad smile. “The boss is here,” he utters but his jovial words are slurred. 
“Your mom waiting up for you, Frank?” I ask him, hiding my grin as I walk toward the table they’re sitting at in the right corner of the room.
Glancing over my shoulder, I take notice of who’s counting the money down the hall.  All the drugs come in and out of the Red Room, Jase’s nightclub.  As does the money.
“Ma can wait up all she wants.” He blows off my comment, not taking the hint that he should make his way out. 
“I think there’s some business,” Jared points out and gestures between myself and Oliver, his head tilted as he tries to convey to Frank that he should get the fuck out of here.
The shot glass sounds heavy as it hits the table and Frank pushes out his chair. “All right, all right, the big guys gotta talk.”  He mutters without looking at me, “You don’t got to tell me twice.”  As he’s putting on his jacket, I lay a hand down on his shoulder and wait for him to look at me.  I stand close to him, catching him off guard and creating a thick tension that’s undeniable.  Fear looms in the depths of his eyes as I tell him earnestly, not breaking eye contact, “Thanks for understanding.”
“Can we get another?” Oliver asks, the happiness not at all dampened.  He doesn’t see how Frank stumbles backward; he doesn’t notice the change in the air.  Frank does, and all he says on his way out is, “Of course, boss.”
Yeah, Frank’s an all right guy. 
As I pull out the chair across from Oliver, letting it drag across the floor, Frank leaves, entering back into the club, bringing in the pounding music.  It’s quick to fade as the door closes with a resounding click.
“Thank you, thank you,” Oliver thanks Jared, who’s pouring out another shot of whiskey in front of Oliver and then filling the empty glass Frank just had. 
“To finally snuffing out the fucking Talverys.” Oliver’s age finally shows as he raises the glass in the air and doesn’t hide the hate on his face.  He’s new to the crew.  Not at all like Frank, who started with me only five years ago.  I picked up men as I took over street by street.  Giving the men who ran them the option to come with me or die. 
Oliver came to me though.  Pissed that Talvery didn’t want him, he offered up his services as muscle on the street.  If it wasn’t for Jared’s word, I never would have hired him.  Too old.  Too cocky.  More than that, he’s too eager to make a name for himself. 
With a nod of my head, the old man throws the drink back, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he sets down the glass and shakes off the burn of the shot.
“I heard everyone’s ready to get it over with,” I tell him, resting both of my arms on the table.  A sly grin kicks up his lips.  “Couldn’t be more ready, boss.”
My own grin shows itself.  An asymmetric smirk as he calls me boss. 
The dumb fuck should have remembered that earlier today.
“So, what happened,” I ask him easily, motioning with my hand palm up for more, “give me all the details.”
He’s grinning from ear to ear as he tells me what I already heard, what everyone heard.
“There were four of them right across the street from Dale’s bar, on Sixth Street.  I saw them walking in and knew they’d be there for a few.”
In my periphery, I see Jared stiffen; he knows me well enough to realize that this isn’t going to end well for the man he stuck his neck out for to get on the crew.  I bet he’s wondering what that means for him.  If I was him, I’d be wondering too.
Oliver still hasn’t caught on.  He’s nothing but proud as he tells me how he walked in and shot all four of them before they ever grabbed their guns.
“All on Talvery’s turf?  That takes balls.”  I compliment him although inside my heart is pounding, adrenaline raging inside of me and the tension building.  I’ve been needing a release for all of this pent-up anger.  Wiping the smirk off old Oliver’s face might be exactly what I need.  That, or falling back into bed with Aria.
Just the thought of having her makes me want to speed this shit up and get back to her.
I’ve already been gone long enough.
“No one’s making a move, but they were right there,” he says and emphasizes his words, shaking his hands in the air.  No one’s crossing lines, and no one’s made a move, not even Nikolai.  But this dumb fuck thought he could do it and get away with it. 
“How many shots have you had so far?” I ask him, my foot tapping against the ground as my impatience grows with every thought of getting Aria under me tonight.
“This is my fifth since Jared brought me in.” He sways slightly in his chair as he tells me, but the smile only widens.
“Two for each of the four,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear me and stand up.  I have to walk around the table to pat him on the shoulder as I tell him, “Three more, all on me.”
The smell of whiskey hits me hard as he reaches up to return the pat on my arm.  His touch is firm with the first pat, but I don’t stay in place, making the second one turn to a tap.  My gaze is on Jared as Oliver says something behind me.  A thanks and another cheers to killing the Talverys.  I don’t fucking care what the dead prick has to say.
Pausing in front of Jared, I keep my voice low as I tell him.
“It’s on you to slit his throat when he’s done those three shots.”
On cue, Oliver calls out for another.  The blood drains from Jared’s face, but he nods and with a low voice he answers, “Of course.” 
There’s not a hint of anything but remorse on Jared’s face.  He’s tense, but he had to know it was coming.  “No one does a damn thing until I say so.”  My shoulders stiffen, and the anger threatens to show itself, so I reach out, straightening Jared’s tie and then add, “If there are any other dumb fucks who want to show off and not wait for my orders,” I look Jared in the eye to tell him, “don’t bother me and make me come in here.  Kill the pricks where they stand.”





CHAPTER 99
Aria

The front door is open; it’s never open.
The soft pads of my feet patter against the marble floor as I make my way to the entrance, following the bright light of day.
I can already smell the fresh air and the warmth before I step outside. The grass in the front yard is lush and although it’s fall, the weather is lovely.
I haven’t stepped on the porch at all. Not once since I’ve been here, and the thought seems too odd to be a reality, but it is. I was carried inside, and I’ve only ever looked through the etched glass of the windows but I don’t try to do that often as it is. It just seems cruel to tease myself like that.
I glance behind me, down the foyer, and then peek outside, but I don’t see anyone. Not at first. Not until I take a step onto the smooth slate porch and then another.
I hear him first, Jase. With a phone to his ear, he walks around the side of the house and then back up. There’s a hitch in my breath and a slam in my chest; I freeze, but only for a split second.
I’m walking outside.
I’m not trying to run away. Although I have to force my limbs to move, I do just that. Staring Jase in the eyes, I walk to the stairs. They’re grand and massive, just as you’d expect for an estate like this. Not to mention beautiful. Everything about this place looks expensive and each detail intricate, from the trimmed bushes and groomed flower beds to the arched driveway paved with cobblestone, reflects an elegance from whoever lives here.
I nearly snort just thinking about Carter choosing all these details. Carter is anything but elegant.
I hold Jase’s gaze as I slowly sit on the steps. A large column blocks me from his view and I can imagine he’ll come running.
So sorry to interrupt his phone call. The captive is fleeing; call the guards, call the guards!
A genuine laugh makes my shoulders shake at the sarcastic thoughts. As I lean against the column, enjoying the sun that dances across my skin and the fresh breeze, Jase comes running up the yard, just as I anticipated.
Rolling my eyes, I give him a face. A face that says, are you fucking kidding me?
“I’m on break from being the prisoner. I called in a temporary replacement,” I mutter.
His lips twitch like he wants to smile, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t say anything, not to me and not for a few minutes. I can hear the sound of someone speaking from his phone although I can’t make out the words. He doesn’t seem to pay attention to them at all.
My heart beats a little harder and anxiety trickles slowly into my veins. My foot nervously taps on the stone steps, but I hold my ground. Even as I start to get emotional, knowing that I can’t even step outside without someone losing their shit, I stay right the hell where I am and enjoy the fucking porch.
“I’ll call you back,” Jase finally speaks, although it’s still not to me. My muscles get rigid and my teeth clench together. If he thinks he’s taking me inside… I swallow thickly at the thought. What am I really going to do? I can at least kick him. One good hard kick, maybe in the shin. I nod my head faintly at the idea, keeping my eyes on a few leaves that have turned a beautiful shade of auburn as they sway in the gentle wind. If he puts a hand on me to force me back inside, I swear I’m going to kick his ass.
A soft grin tugs at my lips. It’s nice to feel like a tough girl at least. And like I have a choice.
“You picked a good day,” Jase says, and I lift my gaze to see him slipping the phone into his pocket before he climbs the first few steps to sit by me but on a stair lower than mine.
I’m quiet for a moment, gauging how he looks so comfortable and acts like this is normal. Just like he did in the kitchen.
“It is nice.” I nip at my lower lip before adding, “I used to have a balcony off of my bedroom. I liked sitting out there.”
He glances back at me for a moment but ends it with a short, almost sad smile and then he leans back, bracing his forearms on the step behind him.
I guess my guard has decided to pretend to be my friend and just sit by me.
“Who designed this place?” I ask him, wanting a distraction and to think of anything but last night.
I woke up alone and that’s exactly how I’ve felt all day. Miserable and alone.
I could sit peacefully in silence on my own, but Jase interrupted that. If he’s going to babysit me, then he’s going to have to talk to me. A punishment for a punishment. I smile at the snide remark in my head and think about raking up all the good lines I’ve had since I walked out here. I guess I’m in a bitchy mood. Good luck to my adversaries.
“We did,” he answers with a smirk that doesn’t hide his pride.
“No, you didn’t.” I don’t even hesitate to call him out on his bullshit.
“Why would you think we didn’t?” he asks me, a quizzical look on his face.
“You’re telling me that you chose lilacs and peonies for the front yard?” I question him, challenging him to tell me that any of the Cross brothers wanted those plants.
Jase’s expression turns guarded and he clears his throat as he looks toward the very bushes that give me my argument.
“Our mother wanted lilacs and peonies.” His admission is spoken simply, flatly. “She asked for them for Mother’s Day, but she died just before,” he tells me, and his voice dims toward the end.
“I’m sorry,” I say and keep my tone gentle. “I didn’t mean-”
“It’s fine,” he says and waves me off. “I get what you mean, but yeah, we designed it. A few years back.” A gust of wind blows by, sweeping some of my hair in front of my face and some behind my back, leaving a chill in its wake and reminding me that it is, in fact, fall.
“Well, it’s beautiful,” I tell him genuinely. I ignore the chill in the air and wrap my arms around myself. Goosebumps threaten, but I’m not ready to go back inside and the sun feels warm. I could lie in the sun all day, but it looks like I barely have an hour before the trees on the edge of the estate will hide it from me.
“You aren’t planning on running, right?” Jase asks me and turns around to look at me with a stern look on his face. “I’d like to keep my balls, and I’m sure Carter would take them if I let you leave.”
Laughter erupts from me just because of how serious he looks. His expression changes to one of humor and I find myself surprised by him yet again. Shaking my head, my hair tickling my shoulders I tell him, “Daniel told me it’s useless with the guards.” I shrug as if it’s all a joke.
That’s what my captivity is apparently, a fucking joke. Yet, there’s only a modest pang of despair from that thought.
Jase huffs and looks over to the right side of the yard. And the way he does it makes me think Daniel’s lying. Like Jase is hiding something from me.
“There are guards?” I question him. “Aren’t there?”
He looks me up and down for a moment like he’s considering telling me something.
“Yeah,” he nods and tells me, “we have a few posted along the fences.”
I acknowledge what he said with a small nod, but don’t respond. Instead, I think about taking a walk to clear my head, but I’m sure Jase would follow me like a lost puppy and I wouldn’t be able to think anyway.
“We told them to just taze the pretty brunettes, though.”
I give Jase’s joke a small laugh and lean forward to run my hand down my legs before considering if he was being truthful. “You’re joking?” I ask him, and he shrugs like an asshole with a shit-eating grin on his face.
“You’re in a good mood today,” I mutter sarcastically.
“Right back atcha.”
Time passes easily for a moment, but much to my dismay the clouds come in and capture the sun before I’m ready for the warmth to leave me.
“You want a blanket?” Jase asks me, and I glance at him, watching as he stands up, stretching his back and wincing as he holds his ass. “You might want to bring a chair out too if you’re staying longer,” he tells me, and I can’t help but smile.
“I may go in; I don’t know,” I tell him and that’s when my dumb heart reminds me that I’ll have to see Carter and that he’s being weird and distant… and stupid and guarded and a fucking dick. My throat goes dry and I let out a distressed breath. I can’t look at Jase when I do. I know he saw, though.
“You know he has it bad for you, right?” he asks me and that dryness in my throat travels higher, making me feel like I’ll choke if I speak, so I don’t.
“Don’t hurt him,” Jase tells me, and I whip my eyes to his, craning my neck since he’s standing up now.
“Me?” I ask him incredulously. “First of all, I don’t hurt people. Secondly, he won’t let me close enough to even think of hurting him. Whatever we have is very one-sided and,” I try to keep going, but my words crack, and I hate it. I hate that I’m emotional over this. I hate that I’m close to admitting how much I feel for him and that whatever he feels for me isn’t even close to being the same. I get why Beauty fell in love with the Beast, but it doesn’t change who Carter is. There’s no magical rose or kiss that will turn him into a prince. All Carter will ever be is a beast.
  
That ragged breathing comes back, and I stand up, ready to make a cup of tea and go hide in the den, or maybe the new room, the white room, the pretty room with the replicas of what I used to be in it. Whatever the hell that gilded room is. My hideaway room.
“Hey, hey,” Jase’s voice is comforting, and he takes a step closer to me, but doesn’t touch me as he says, “He’s had a hard time.”
“Yeah, well, so have I.” I bite out the words and surprisingly keep the bitterness in my voice to a minimum.
“He’s had a decade of hard times, of people he loved dying, his only friend and brother leaving him, and then other fucked up shit. It was a never-ending cycle until he became the person he is now.”
I glance up at Jase, but only for a second because I don’t want to cry. He looks sympathetic at least, and genuine, but right now I need to know something will change. I don’t need excuses; they’re never good for anything.
“What are you doing out here?” Carter’s sharp voice makes me jump and I nearly fall backward on the stairs but catch myself. My heart pounds and for the first time, I feel real fear since coming outside.
“Are you crying?” Carter asks me with disbelief and then turns to Jase with a look that could kill.
“She was just talking about you, actually,” Jase answers Carter slowly, and the two stare at each other for a long, hard moment.
“I wanted some fresh air for a minute,” I say to break up their moment, not holding back my anger as I continue. “I got lucky enough that my cage door was open.” With those parting words, I step past both of them, brushing against Carter as I do and hating that I breathe in his scent, feel his warmth, and love them both.
I need a cup of tea, a good book if I can find one in my new room, my hideaway room, and some time to ignore the world.
But Carter doesn’t give me that. I make it two steps inside the door before he snatches my elbow. I rip my arm away and he looks at me like he doesn’t understand. Like I’m the one who’s acting out of the ordinary.
“What’s wrong?” he asks me, concern lacing the demand to answer him.
“Are you fucking serious?” I don’t contain my outrage even though I should have. Carter’s eyes narrow and darken, but I don’t let it stop me. My heart races and it hurts harder with each thump.
“You’re being an asshole. An even bigger one than usual.”
“Be gentle,” I hear Jase say quietly as he shuts the front door, hiding the last bit of light from the day and leaving us with the sound of his trailing footsteps. Part of me wonders if he’s talking to me or to Carter.
“I’m sorry,” Carter says through clenched teeth, almost like those words weren’t meant to come from him in this moment. He shifts his weight from his left to his right and looks down at me with a look that elicits both fear and that dark desire I can’t deny.
A rumble of low irritation settles in his chest as he tells me, “Mind the way you speak to me.”
“You should do the same,” I bite back without thinking. But it’s true. His eyes flash with anger, but he doesn’t speak. His jaw is held firm and I bet if he were to clench his teeth any tighter, they’d break. “You treat me like a child,” I tell him and then swallow thickly, feeling the knotted ball grow tighter in my throat. “You don’t want me near you, you don’t talk to me. And last night…” I can’t finish because again I feel like I’m going to cry, and I swear I’m not going to. Not here.
He doesn’t let me love him. But it’s because I’m his whore. I already know that’s the answer. It’s why he didn’t kiss me for as long as he did. I’m meant to be his whore and nothing more.
A moment passes where I’m just breathing. Staring into the eyes of a man who can make me feel so much, but right now it all hurts. I want him to hold me and let me hold him back. I want to slap him and tell him he’s an asshole and that I hate him. I want him to tell me that he loves me, and he doesn’t think of me like I think he does.
In a matter of seconds, I go through a fantasy where everything will be okay.
“Give me your hand,” Carter commands me. I jut out my chin, hellbent on telling him to fuck off, but he has a pull over me. The depth of pain in the hollows of his dark eyes makes me bend to his will. Slowly, I bring my hand up for him to take it. Even if I am just his whore, obeying his command.
I watch as he presses my hand to his phone, flattening it and then turns his back on me, walking to a panel by the front door.
I can feel my eyebrows pinch together.
Carter already said he’s sorry once. I doubt he’ll say it again. At this point, I don’t even know what I want him to say. His words aren’t the problem, it’s his actions.
“If you’re going back outside, grab a coat.” His words are stern but there’s a trace of melancholy there. Press your hand here, he demonstrates. He gave me access. My heart flickers to life, and I hate that it does. It’s the things like this that make me question what I am to him.
“I wasn’t going back out tonight,” I tell him weakly. Wanting more from him, but not knowing how much to push him. My eyes dart from his to the door. Carter’s a hard man and maybe he’s had a hard life, but I need more than what he gave me last night and today.
I don’t know if I’m in a position to ask for it, to demand it, or if Carter is even capable of giving me more than this. And if he goes through with his plans, all of this is for naught.
“Well, whenever you do,” Carter tells me but when my eyes reach his, he moves his attention back to his phone.
I glance down at what he’s doing only to find him exit whatever it was and that’s when I see today’s date.
And that’s when this little truce no longer matters.
Nothing matters.





CHAPTER 100
Carter

The more I give her, the less I have her.
The moment I let her have access to outside, she stormed away from me. Not with the anger I expected given her outburst, but with a heartache that’s inexplicable.
The color drained from her face and she ran from me. Literally ran away from me and straight to the white room. She ignored me when I called out to her and tried to muffle her cries.
Everything shattered in front of me. There was no sign, no warning.
It’s my fault; she wasn’t ready. I can’t push her to move faster when the final deed has yet to be done.
That’s the only thing I can think of that would make her run from me like she did.
Her door is locked, a feature I considered excluding, but I know I could knock it down if I needed to.
I haven’t moved my eyes from the monitor on my phone but watching her cry hysterically on the floor was brutal. It was fucking torture.
It’s been nearly an hour since she’s stopped, but she hasn’t moved from the floor. Sitting cross-legged and picking at her nails, she’s just sitting there, rocking on and off, humming and crying. The only saving grace I have is that my necklace is still around her neck. She hasn’t taken it off since I put it on her.
I told you to be gentle, Jase’s text message interrupts the feed and I click over to it. He’s the only reason I haven’t lost my shit. Although I’m on the verge of ripping the door off the hinges of that room and demanding she tell me what set her off.
I fucking was. I quickly text him my reply and then add, How much time has to pass before I can go in there?
You can’t. He answers immediately and even though a part of me knows he’s right, a bigger part of me knows she needs me. She needs someone, and I want to be that someone.
What if we side with Talvery? Over Romano? I’m grasping at straws just to keep her.
It will be a sign of weakness. Jase’s response is swift, and the next question is quick to come to my mind. I know no one will understand or respect why I’d allow Talvery to live. Not unless it’s clear why. And undeniable.
What if I married her? I type the words, but I can’t send them. The thought of her as mine truly, in every way, sends a thread of hope passing before my reach. So close, and so delicate, just like the necklace around her neck. And I think maybe she’d do it. She’d agree if I agreed to spare her family.
But being a wife to a monster only makes her vulnerable. The hope dies as quickly as the flame of a fire only meant to have an ember.
She’s not feared, not respected. My enemies would kill her the first chance they got, just to hurt me. I know they would. Just as they tried to take Addison from Daniel.
Jase sends me another text. She needs to tell you what happened.
He’s right. I need something to fix. Some way to control what went wrong.
If it’s her family, you’re fucked.  Jase texts me again before I can text him back and I almost fling the phone at the wall when it shows on my screen. Instead, I flick to her monitor, but she’s not there.
She’s gone.
Just as I abruptly stand up, ready to hunt her down wherever she’s gone off to, I hear her walking down the hall and slowly she comes into view.
Adrenaline spikes through me and I try to stay still. Because if I move, she might change her mind. She might go back to that fucking room, but I can’t let her. I swear to God, I can’t let her.
She enters the bedroom with bloodshot eyes, the hair on the side of her face damp from her tears and her face reddened. Fuck, I’ve never felt pain like this. Even in the cell, she didn’t cry like this. She’s never cried like this.
It’s as if she’s mourning.
I can barely breathe, but I swallow the pain down as she steps into the room, refusing to look at me and then glancing at the bathroom.
“There’s no bathroom in the other room. The hideaway room,” she says, and her words are roughly spoken, but she doesn’t cry.
“Come here.” The command is soft, an attempt to comfort her. I know she likes being held and I can do that.
I can hold her better than anyone else can.
She walks numbly and when I wrap my arms around her, she doesn’t react. She doesn’t hold me or lean in. She doesn’t stiffen either. She’s just there. Her entire body feels frozen under my touch and I instantly pick her up, cradling her in my arms to put her into bed, to force her to rest and lie down with me. Everything will be all right in the morning.
But the second I take a step toward the bed, Aria jolts and slams her palms into my chest, kicking at the same time and deliberately falling out of my arms and crashing onto the floor.
“Fuck,” I grunt out and reach down to help her up, but she scampers backward, crawling away from me before standing up again and facing me like a caged animal intent on running.
A thousand shards slice into every bit of me. Into my numb skin, making their way inside my blood and up my throat.
“Aria, tell me what’s wrong,” I demand but she only shakes her head, pushing her hair away and then rubbing her hand against her tearstained cheek.
“You already know what’s wrong,” she says woefully, and I know I’ve failed her.
“You’ll forgive me,” I speak lowly, my hands clenching into fists.
Her eyes reach mine and they gloss over as she whimpers, “I know.” She sniffles once and turns to go to the bathroom, but I can’t let her.
“Tell me something,” I say, raising my voice but she stops and then slowly turns. “Ask me anything,” I add.
A moment passes where she only sways in the knee-length sleepshirt she’s changed into. She almost says something twice, but in the end, she only shakes her head.
Finally, she asks me something I hate, but I know I deserve.
“Will I ever be allowed to leave?” Her question reflects her hopelessness.
“Yes.” I want to tell her more, that I’ll take her wherever she wants to go, but I’m afraid if I speak too much, she’ll break down again. Every word has to be spoken carefully.
“When?” she asks.
“After the war is over,” I tell her firmly. “There’s no exception to that.”
“And when will that happen?” Her words are small, nearly insignificant, reflecting exactly how she must feel.
“Soon.” I try to be short, not wanting to hurt her any more than she already is, but also not wanting to lie.
“I would like to at least say goodbye,” she whimpers and her voice cracks.
“He knows where you are. If he wanted to say goodbye, he could.”
“He knows I’m here?” The shock in her voice is unexpected and I feel like a prick. She’s going to have the same reaction she did yesterday when she learned I had someone spying on her.
“Yes.” I swallow thickly, but at least she’s talking to me.
“And he hasn’t come for me?” she asks with such sadness, but it only enrages me. Doesn’t she know the man her father really is? He wouldn’t risk his life for anyone. Not a damn soul. “How long?” She visibly swallows and hardens her voice as she asks, “How long has he known?”
“Since the dinner,” I tell her and then count the days. “Four days.”
Aria’s face crumples and she covers her mouth with her hand, looking impossibly more dejected somehow.
“When you’re at war, you eviscerate them first. I’m sure he has plans…” I want to lie to her, to tell her he has plans to get her after he’s killed me. But I don’t believe it. Talvery would bomb our estate, killing her with me, if he thought he could get away with it.
“Where does that leave me?” Aria asks in a weak whisper.
“What do you mean?”
“You’re going to eviscerate the Talverys… where does that leave me?” she asks with surprising strength and tenacity.
“You belong to me.” It’s the only answer to that question. And the truth she already knows. She’s already accepted it. I know she has.
“What would you do if I told you no? That I don’t want you?” She steadies her breathing as best as she can and straightens her back. “That I don’t want to be your whore anymore?”
“I would know you were lying. And you’re not my whore.” My heart pounds accompanied by a prickling along my skin.
I expect her to come back with some quip asking what she is to me then. But she doesn’t. Instead, she tries to destroy what little goodness she’s given me.
“What if things changed, and I didn’t want you at all?” she asks me with each word clear and just as sharp as the knife it feels like.
“Why would you? Why would you lie?” I dare her to tell me it’s the truth. That she doesn’t want me anymore.
“You would have sent me back after the bath if I’d said ‘no,’ wouldn’t you?” she asks me and I have to take a minute to realize what she’s even referring to.
“Our first night? You didn’t sleep with me because you wanted to stay out of the cell,” I practically spit the words out of my mouth, brimming with outrage. “You didn’t even know you weren’t going back.” My voice rises and I feel it scrape up my throat. “Your heels dug into my ass that night, spurring me on. You fucked me because you wanted me.” I emphasize each word, taking a steady and dominating step closer to her with each one until I’m so close to her, I can feel the tension radiating from her. “You wanted to know what it would feel like to have my cock inside of you.” Lowering my lips to hers I whisper, “Or am I wrong?”
She stares into my eyes and I stare into hers. The mix of greens and blues and golds are vibrant and alive amongst the shards of blotchy red and white.
“Did you want it or not?” I harden my question just as my gut twists with disgust and I start to question if she never wanted me at all. If I was so fucking obsessed with her that I was wrong all this time.
“Yes, I wanted you!” she screams at me although her last word crumbles before it leaves her lips. “And I shouldn’t still want you.” She doesn’t hide the pain when she tells me, “I should hate you.”
Relief, sweet relief, is short and minuscule, but there’s so much relief in her admission.
“Why’s that?” I ask her softly, wanting her to keep going. To work through this because, in weeks, this fight will be meaningless. She’ll forgive me. She already knows she will.
“Because you’re going to kill my family and everyone I love. That’s why.” The fight leaves her with the last sentence.
“Yes.” I keep my voice strong, although I don’t know how. “I am.”
“Please don’t,” she whispers her plea and I wish I’d already done it. I wish I’d already shot the bastard, so she would stop this.
“Is your father a good man?” I ask her, knowing this is going to hurt her, but she’s already so low, there’s not much lower a little more truth can take her. “Do you think the men who protect him deserve to live long enough so they can try to kill me?”
“They won’t,” she tries to tell me, shaking her head vigorously and reaching out to take my hand with both of hers but I rip it away. I won’t let her beg for his life.
“They’ve already tried,” I say, and my nostrils flare as I tell her. “Right after his drug addicts killed my father. They murdered him for forty dollars and a bag of pills.” I remember how my father looked on the metal table in the morgue. How his knuckles were bruised from fighting back.
“And your father was pissed that I dared step onto his turf to kill them. To get revenge. He protected them!” I scream at her and wish I hadn’t. Tears flood from her again and she gasps for air. “Your father sent four men to our house. Our rundown, piece of shit house. The house my mother died in. The house you love so much.” I can’t help but sneer at the thought. “We weren’t there. Thank fuck we weren’t there.”
She’s barely breathing through her hands that are covering her face as if they can shield her from the hard truth as I tell her, “He had them burn it down with incendiaries. I should have killed him then, but I couldn’t get to him. I sure as fuck can get to him now.”
“I’m so sorry,” she whimpers, and tries to calm herself down. And I almost reach for her, to hold her, because I want to. Right now I need to hold her too. But then she speaks.
“Things have changed,” she offers weakly, wiping the tears from her eyes although they don’t stop flowing.
“How can you still defend him? After all this?” The pain won’t fucking stop. I’m bleeding out the pain.
“The odds of me allowing your father to live are slim to none. Even if I want you to be happy, you know why he has to die. I bet you even think he deserves it,” I tell her. “A small part of you has to think he deserves it.”
“You said you’ll kill them all, but all of them don’t deserve it,” she continues to plead with me, not offering me any comfort as I try not to break down remembering the soot and ash that stood in place of the home I’d grown up in. “It’s not just my father who will die. Nikolai was my only friend. And my family will stand with my father. You can’t kill everyone I’ve ever loved.”
“If they stand against me, they deserve to die.”
“Not all of them-”
“Like who? Nikolai,” I sneer his name with disdain and she flinches.
“Please?” she begs me, but the loss is already clear in her eyes.
I turn my back on her, feeling lonelier than I’ve felt since she came into this house as I say, “You can make new friends.”





CHAPTER 101
Aria

It’s my birthday, but it wasn’t until I saw Carter’s phone that I knew what the date was.
No one here knows it’s my birthday; why would they? They also don’t know that yesterday was the anniversary of my mother’s death. The day before my birthday.
And for the first time, I didn’t go to her grave.
I start to cry again, and I don’t know if I’m crying for my mother, for my family, or for Carter and the boy he used to be. I could cry forever, and it wouldn’t be enough for the tragedy our families combined have suffered.
My back leans against the wall of the bathroom. To my left, the door is shut and in front of me, the shower is running to drown out the sounds of me crying. I wanted a shower to wash it all away. A hot, scalding shower.
Instead, I’m crouched on the floor by the door. I can barely stand, I’m so lightheaded and exhausted. I don’t trust myself in the shower. I don’t trust myself or anyone else anymore.
I know my father is a horrible man. A godawful man condemned to hell. I didn’t know what he did to Carter. I had no idea. “I didn’t know,” I whisper to no one. I was so blind for so long and I wish I could go back. I hate all of this. I hate all the pain. I hate that there’s no way to go backward.
I can already accept my father’s death, as cruel as it sounds. For what he’s done, there’s no mercy in his death. More than that, he lived when my mother died. And he knows I’m here, yet he’s done nothing. Nothing was ever done for my mother’s murder. I’m sure my father would do nothing to honor my death.
Flames along the side of the house I’ve drawn flash before my eyes. I can’t forgive him. I can’t forgive my father, and I don’t even want to know when he’s gone. I don’t want to give him the honor of mourning him.
But it’s not just him.
It’s Nikolai too. Why hasn’t he come for me? Please, he can’t be the same man my father is. A staggering breath leaves me. I know he’s not, and I can’t accept it.
I won’t.
I’ve never felt so torn—no, so ripped apart.
But I’m sick of crying. I’m sick of dealing with death, time and time again. I’m my father’s daughter. I live in a world where attachments are limited and mourning only fuels hatred. I’ve stayed hidden and quiet, attempting to go unnoticed for years and stay out of the way, and therefore, out of the sights of men who would see me as a bargaining chip. Yet, here I am, in the hands of a man hellbent on murder and vengeance.
But as I thought about how every anniversary of my mother’s death, Nikolai brought me to her grave, I started to despair. How every birthday, I woke up finding a text from him and a note that he would take me wherever I wanted to go.
And how that didn’t happen this time.
And how it never will again, and there was no way I could stop it.
There’s no way I can save him.
I mourned the death of a man who still breathes. Not being able to hear him today or talk to him and let him know how I miss him and wish I could do something to stop it all, is a death in and of itself. And in its place is what I’ve been taught to hold my entire life. Hate.
It’s as if Carter’s already killed him; he’s taken my only companion in this world away from me. And the anger in that realization grows by the second. Hardening my heart.
Maybe next year, when I visit my mother’s grave, Nikolai’s will be near.
The thought and visions of an old gravestone next to a newly carved one bring a new flood of tears.
That’s all I can do. To mourn them.
To mourn us all. And to cling to my hate for a man I’m growing to love.
A soft click causes my eyes to lift to the doorknob and I watch it slowly turn. Haphazardly wiping my eyes, I slowly rise to my feet, leaning against the wall as Carter opens the door. Steam that fills the room drifts to the open space and the hot air makes my heated face feel that much hotter.
Carter stops after one step in the room, staring at the empty shower for a moment before turning to me when I let out a heavy and broken breath. The look in his eyes showed true fear until it settled on me.
I saw fear in the eyes of a man who does nothing but revel in it.
Still, I feel like nothing beneath him as he stares down at me. “I thought you were in the shower.” His eyes roam my face, searching for something.
I try to swallow, but I can’t. Instead, I shake my head softly and pray for him to leave. I should have stayed in the hideaway room.
“I don’t like to see you like this.” Carter’s statement sounds genuine, but all I can give him in return is a sick and sarcastic huff of a laugh. It croaks from me and I can barely breathe in after. Reaching for the tissues by the sink, I turn my back to him. My shoulders are still shuddering with the mess of sorrow that weighs down on me.
His large hand settles down on my shoulder, carefully, gently, and he tries to pull me close to him. To hold me like he’s done before. With half a step forward, he attempts to hug me from behind, he even closes his eyes and lowers his lips to kiss my bare shoulder.
But I’m quick to turn, push him away and step out of his embrace. He can’t hold me and think it makes it all go away. Not anymore.
The tissue is balled in my fist as I push him again, shoving him away.
He doesn’t let me comfort him, so I won’t let him do the same to me. To use my pain against me. So, he can do as he pleases, regardless of the consequences they hold for me.
“No, you don’t get to touch me.” My words come out sharply with a fierceness I didn’t know I still had in me. Rage heats in his dark eyes as his expression hardens and he stills where he is, his jaw tense and his shoulders rigid.
“Tell me now that you don’t want to throw me back in my cell.” Again, emotion cracks my words. I stare back at him, waiting for a response. It’s difficult not to see the sorrow and fear in his gaze that he’s showed me before.
“The only place I want to throw you is on my bed to remind you of what I can give you.” He speaks quietly, in a deep tenor that sounds raw to my ears. “You still belong to me,” he reminds me.
My lips twitch up into a sad smile. Sad for him that he thinks he could possibly ever have me the way he wishes. It will never happen.
A flicker of anger, the cluck of his tongue, one step toward me, and Carter morphs back into the man I recognize from weeks ago. Cold and calculated.
But you can’t go back. He, of all people, should know better.
“Kneel,” he commands but I can hear the desperation in his voice. He may want to pretend but he knows can’t control me when I’m like this. I can barely control myself.
“Send me back to the cell.” My demand comes out strong and with defiance, no one could deny.
I’ll be better in the cell. Better there than the hideaway where I’m simply avoiding him. The cell leaves me no options. I need it. I need to get away from the man standing in front of me.
If Carter touches me, I’ll cave. I know I will. I’ll forget the pain and the anger. I’ll forget to mourn. There will be nothing of me left but what he wants there to be.
I’m weak for him. “I need to be away from you,” I whisper with harsh anger on my tongue.
“No.” His denial of my request should only strengthen my resolve to disobey. But my limbs feel weak, and I so desperately need to be held. I want him to be the man to do it.
“Do I need to try to run?” I ask him in an obstinate breath, not daring to look him in the eyes.
“As if you could get away from me.” His answer comes out softer than it should. And with more comfort than I can resist.
“Fuck you,” I spit out at him in a last-ditch effort.
“You really want to go back to your cell, don’t you? I could always keep the door open if you prefer. So you can pretend I’m the monster you want me to be.”
I could always keep the door open. The words force tears to my eyes. He would take it away. Take away the pretense that I have absolutely no choice. Instantly, I hate him for doing this to me.
“I hate you,” I spit at him, every bit of anger and sadness mixing into a deadly concoction.
Carter’s eyes blaze with heat in the mix of all of this as he steps closer to me. With each step forward he takes, I take one in reverse until the back of my knees hit the edge of the tub.
“Admit it,” he whispers so closely to me I can feel how hot he is. The hot water sprays down behind me, filling the room with white noise and heat. I can’t take my eyes from Carter’s as he leans in closer. His shoulders cage me in and his angular jaw holds nothing but dominance as he tells me, “Admit that you understand, and you know this has to happen. Admit it,” he asserts.
“There’s always a choice.” I barely get the words out as he touches me. As he lays a finger, a single finger on my collarbone and lets it travel lower. His touch is fire to my skin. And I’ll be damned if I don’t want more of it. When my eyes reach his again, my heart twists with unbearable pain. The sadness conveyed in his expression reflects his low tone as he utters, “It’s comforting to think we have choices.”
When his eyes lift from my throat, where his finger travels up and down in a soothing stroke, the pain in his expression vanishes and once again the hardened man commands me, “Admit it. And admit you’re mine.”
Slap! I can’t explain why I did it, even as my hand stings with severe pain, my lungs refuse to move, and fear overwhelms my body. A bright red handprint marks Carter’s face and slowly he tilts his head back up to face me.
I slapped him. I struck Carter Cross.
One breath and he grabs both my wrists and shoves them above my head.
“Carter.” The way I say his name is like a plea although I don’t know what I’m begging for. I’m in over my head, feeling lightheaded and full of nothing but fear. Fear of him, of what’s to come. Of everything.
“Aria,” Carter’s voice is strangled and reflects exactly how I feel. I open my eyes to beg him for forgiveness, to apologize, but his eyes close and he crashes his lips to mine.
Pressing them deeply to mine with a savagery I need to feel, nipping my bottom lip, devouring me until my own lips part and my tongue seeks his.
Fuck. I need this. I need him.
His fingers tighten around my wrists and he stretches them higher as his other hand roams down my body.
I don’t know at what point the mourning and defiance changed to this. To the absolute need to be fucked by him, worshipped by his body. The feel of his powerful hold and brutal touch that turns soft the instant I need it to be, is addictive.
It’s worse than any drug.
His left hand nearly releases my wrists, but the second I try to move, he tightens them again. “Carter,” I say, and his name is a strangled moan as I squirm against the hard wall while his right hand finds my panties and shreds the lace. The thin fabric falls down my leg, tickling me in its wake and during all this, every nerve ending in my body is on edge.
“Aria,” Carter moans my name, his scruff scratching my shoulder as he breathes against my neck. I’m so hot. Everything is hot and ready to be lit aflame.
His thick fingers drag along my pussy, the moisture there aiding in how easily they travel up to my clit then back down to my entrance. Pausing each time to tease me and bring me closer to the edge.
“Tell me you don’t want me, that you’re really done with me and I’ll stop,” Carter whispers and then drops his head to the crook of my neck. All I can hear is the mix of our heavy breathing and the white noise of the shower behind us.
My eyes open as I shudder and try to breathe, to make sense of any of this, and that’s when I see us in the mirror. A sad, ragged girl with red eyes and nothing but pain reflected in them. Pinned to the wall by a man built to consume and bred by this world to hate.
And my heart breaks.
It breaks for both of us.
I don’t want to cry anymore. “Please,” is the only whimper I can manage, and I don’t know what I’m pleading for.
Maybe just to take the pain away, if only for a little while.
Carter’s strong chest presses hard against mine, trapping me and overwhelming me as he shoves his fingers deep inside of me while ravaging every inch of exposed skin with his lips.
I heave in a breath; my neck bows and my body rocks with the immediate pressure building deep in my belly. It rocks through me like waves. So close and threatening.
My nipples harden and my toes curl, my hips threaten to buck, to move away knowing the heavy hit is coming. But with Carter, there’s nowhere to run. And the pleasure is an onslaught, an unforgiving bliss I’m submerged in.
My body is paralyzed by the blinding pleasure, and it’s only then that Carter releases me. He doesn’t let me sag against the wall, he immediately grabs my body, hugging me to him until he can lower me to the floor and shove his pants down.
He fucks me like it’s the only thing he’s ever wanted.
He takes his time, although each thrust is punishing.
I claw at his back and he bites my shoulder.
I scream out his name and he screams out mine.
Neither of us breathing, save the air from each other’s lungs.
The heat, the passion, the need… it’s all undeniable. I can admit that. Of everything Carter wants me to admit, I can admit that he has a part of me I didn’t know existed and a part of me no one else will ever have.
“How can I hate you and love you at the same time?” I ask him in staggered words as I struggle to breathe. My eyes open wide, realizing what I said, but Carter either doesn’t hear or doesn’t care as he climbs off of me, his cum leaking from me as I lie on the cold floor, panting.
A part of me cracks as he stands and runs his hand over his face and then down the back of his head. Standing with his back to me, a part of me shatters. I’m such a fool. A foolish girl at the whim of a monster. Lost in my pain until he can overpower it with pleasure.
   
HE CARRIED me to his bed. Wordlessly.
He wiped between my legs with a warm, damp cloth and then carried me to his bed. I can’t look at him; I can’t do anything but lie here. And every tick of the clock makes me wonder if I should climb out and go sleep on the floor of the hideaway.
My heart hurts too much.
At least he’s not touching me. Every time the bed groans and the covers shift over my naked body I tense, thinking he’s going to hold me, but he doesn’t.
I replay the last twenty-four hours over and over again.
“Why did you look scared when I wasn’t in the shower?” I finally ask him, breaking the silence and the pretense that I could even try to sleep. “I don’t understand.” I give him the reasoning for the question as it came seemingly from nowhere. They’re the only words that have been spoken between us since the slap, apart from the confession that went unheard.
“Jase had a lover once,” Carter answers me, softly spoken, but rough and deep. I can hear him breathe heavily, feel it even with the dip of the bed and then he adds, “She killed herself in the shower.”
My lips part, although I stay lying on my side, my back to him. More pain. More tragedy. I wonder what Jase did to her that made her kill herself. I didn’t think he was capable of such a thing. The question is on my tongue, but I don’t ask it.
Carter had fear in his eyes when I wasn’t standing in the shower because for a moment, for one brief moment, he thought I was lying dead in the tub.





CHAPTER 102
Carter

I wonder if she really loves me.
I’ll never forget the way she said it. It gutted me. She may grow to love me, but she’ll always hate me.
I can’t blame her for that, but I want to hear the words apart from the hatred. So, I can pretend it comes without a caveat.
I want her to say it again, and this time to mean it. Those words shouldn’t have fallen so recklessly as I pushed her to the edge of pleasure. They’re addictive and they did something to me I can’t describe.
She’s drawing so slowly today. Lying in front of the fire in the den, she’s only been working on one picture. One single piece of art for the last three hours. I’m still not sure what it is, all I can make out is a field of flowers, but there’s something beyond the black smudges of petals.
I don’t have time to question her about it though. Other questions are too precious to be wasted by another moment of silence.
“What do you want more than anything in the world?” The fire crackles once my deep voice has broken the void of silence between us. The tension is still there, but it can’t exist forever. I won’t let it.
Aria’s hazel eyes lift, and she peeks at me through her dark lashes, not bothering to move from lying on her elbows. She glances back at the drawing and visibly swallows before shrugging slightly and looking back up at me as if she doesn’t have to answer.
At this point, she doesn’t. I don’t care what she does or how she treats me with the door closed, so long as she doesn’t run or hurt herself.
“I want my family to be untouchable,” I confess to her.
“That’s quite an ambition,” she answers, crossing her ankles and still staring at the drawing pad in front of her. She’s still cold.
“Isn’t that what you want, too?” I ask her. “That would seem to be especially desirable given the current environment.” I can’t keep the smug tone from my voice to cover up the pain from her reaction. If she would talk to me, she’d see. She has to see that there’s only one way for this to end. And once it’s over, it will all be better. I’ll make it better for her.
“I want everyone to fuck off and leave me alone,” she answers with a bite that tips the corner of my lips up into a half smile. I love the fight in her. She’ll live, she’ll survive. A girl like her knows how to survive if nothing else.
“Anger is something I didn’t expect. And someone like you shouldn’t be left alone,” I tell her.
“I don’t want to cry today. So, I’ll settle for anger.” Her answer comes with muted irritation. She throws down the stick of charcoal onto the paper and then meets my gaze to ask, “Why shouldn’t I be alone?”
“It’s one thing to say you want to be alone. It’s another to truly be it. You pretend like you don’t exist in the same world as I do. Locking yourself away and acting like that’s what you want. But you belong here. You were born to this life. You need to accept that. And loneliness in this world leaves you vulnerable and that’s a life neither of us can afford.”
“I was alone in the cell,” she says solemnly. I don’t think she slept at all last night; I know I didn’t. “I survived.”
A melancholy huff leaves me. “You weren’t alone. The first night you slept, I’d drugged your dinner to make sure you would. So, I could tend to your wounds and the cuts on your wrists.”
“You did?” Her eyes are filled with shock. “Why?”
“You were mine to take care of.” My shoulders stiffen, as does my gaze and she drops hers, falling back to the smudges of charcoal. “I knew you would live. And you would break quickly. Everything needed to happen quickly.”
“Why?” she asks me, and I don’t know how she can’t know at this point.
“I’d intended to show how willing you were to be mine to everyone who was watching. So, there would be no question where you stood in the war.”
Her eyes close and she chews the inside of her cheek at my admission, trying to keep her emotions in check. I know the truth of the situation is raw for her. An open wound. But she needs to see it all. She has to accept everything for what it is.
“Instead, there’s no question where I stand when it comes to you. I never liked Stephan. Once a traitor, always a traitor. But giving his death to you, allowing you to have vengeance? It spoke more words than I realized it would.”
Her face scrunches with the painful memory and then she hangs her head, avoiding my gaze and rubbing her cheek against her shoulder. She pushes the hair out of her face and when she speaks, she doesn’t look up.
“But you’re still going to...” She doesn’t bother finishing her question. I know she already knows. She’ll come to accept it.
“Your father doesn’t deserve what he has. He’s not half the man Romano is. And Romano is a pathetic excuse for his title. They’ll both die. Along with everyone who fights for them.”
“Please. Not everyone. I’ll do anything.” Her words are spoken with conviction and she lifts her hazels up to meet my dark gaze. “You want me to kneel at your feet? I’ll kneel.”
She still doesn’t get it. And my heart aches for hers.
“What if I wanted you to stand at my side?” I ask her, my heart racing in my chest. It’s a risk to give her more. Every time I do, she fails to cope with it. But I need her to know what I really want from her. What I desire more than anything.
“You would tower over me,” she answers.
“That’s not how it works, songbird. And it’s not what I want. You’ve only ever had broken wings, but I can show you what true freedom is.”
  

“YOU’RE STILL GOING to kill my family?” she asks me as if that answer is the end all, be all.
“I’m going to do a number of things you’re going to disapprove of. You need to accept that.” My answer is hard, leaving no room for any intolerance. “I’m not a good man.”
“Is this what it would be like to stand by your side? To have no control and to simply accept what you do?” I’m surprised by her answer but eager to discuss terms.
“On some matters, you’ll never have control, and you’ll have to accept what I choose. Whether or not you want to know about them is your decision.” I know part of her despair is because she knows everything, yet she’s a casualty with little recourse.
“I’m sorry you know as much as you do,” I tell her and then almost take it back, thinking she’ll take it offensively and that’s not what I intended.
She doesn’t though. Instead, she cracks, showing me the side of her I love. The raw vulnerability.
“I don’t want this life,” she whispers, slowly pushing the art away so she can rest her head against the rug. The light from the fire licks along her skin.
“We don’t get to choose,” I remind her. I’ve told myself so many times that I wish things were different, but you live the life you’re given.
“You’re wrong,” she tells me as if she has another option.
“Do you love what I do to you? How I fuck that pretty little cunt and force you to scream out my name?” I’m crude and harsh with my question.
She doesn’t answer me, but she doesn’t have to.
“Then no, you don’t have a choice. I had a choice once. I chose wrong.”
“You’ll get tired of me,” she whispers, her eyes seemingly vacant but the depths of them harboring pain. “One day I won’t be a shiny new toy. One day, you’ll want someone to fight you and I’ll have none left in me.” Tears pool in her eyes. “One day, the idea of shoving your dick inside of me won’t interest you in the least.”
She has no idea how wrong she is. I’m only growing more obsessed with her. Breaking every rule to satisfy her.
Risking everything to heal the broken pieces of her she refuses to acknowledge.
I’ll never let her go because she isn’t a toy. She isn’t a challenge. She isn’t the fuckdoll she thinks she is and secretly loves being.
“Will you let me go then?”
“Never.”
She turns to face the fire and I whisper to her, “You’re so wrong, Aria. If you weren’t so set on hating me, you’d see.”
“You give me every reason to hate you,” she tells me. In the reflection from the mirror above the mantel, I see the fire dancing in her eyes.
She’ll never know how much her words hurt me. Or maybe she does, and that’s what she was after.
“Why are you doing this to me? Why me?” she asks me in a single breath and I offer her a singular truth in return.
“Your father set a series of events in motion,” I reply, remembering the night his men took me from the street.
I remember how the pills spilled into the gutter even as they slammed their fists against my jaw and I fell to the cold cement. With her, I only see what lies ahead. But she’s caught in the past. And that’s what will destroy us.
“So, it’s my father’s fault?” she asks me with a sadness in her eyes, as if I’ve robbed her of some fantasy.
“No, it’s mine.” My confession confuses her for a moment, but before she can say anything else, I continue.
“I thought I loved you,” I tell her with a bitter hardness that forces the words to sound violent on my tongue. Her eyes widen as she turns back and stares at me. Her stance changes to one of prey, realizing it’s stumbled into its worst enemy. The shock in her eyes fuels me to push her farther. For her to realize the man I truly am.
“For a long time after I left your home, when they kicked me back out onto the street after brutalizing me, I thought I loved whoever belonged to the sweet voice that stopped them from killing me.” Aria’s expression changes to one of fear and knowing.
I tell her to break whatever thoughts she has of love. And whatever thoughts I have of it. Weakness crushes down on me as I tell her what I used to think. What I expected this to be when I stabbed the knife into her picture and told Romano to bring her to me.
“I knew I hated your father, and eventually I hated everything. I hated you for letting me live.” Aria is silent, waiting with bated breath to see what else I’ll say.
“I’m condemned to hell. Of everyone on this Earth, God knows I deserve to burn. And it’s because I was allowed to live. It’s because of you.”
“It has nothing to do with me. My father--”
“It has everything to do with you,” I tell her, feeling the rage from the memory take over. “You’re the one who banged on the door and pleaded with your father. I was so foolish. For a long time, I thought when you were crying out, ‘I need you,’ that in some fucked up way, you were calling out for me.”
As I take another step closer to her, the wildness returns to Aria’s eyes, the fear I know and love swirls within them. Her cunt is still feeling the pleasure I give her, while her heart beats with the knowing fear of me.
“I didn’t--” she starts to protest, and I stop her.
“You’re the bird in the forest who lured the child out of safety until he fell into a black hole he could never get out of. And still, the bird sings so beautifully, taunting the child as he becomes a man of hardness and hate, stuck in a hell he didn’t know was coming. Do you know what that man dreams of more than anything?” I ask her, remembering the moment my gratitude changed to hate for the very girl who sits in front of me.
She barely shakes her head, not taking her gaze from me.
“First to get out, for the longest time, just a way to get out. But when he realizes he can’t, that there’s no changing who he is and where he’s damned to, he searches for the songbird. Eager to capture it. Just to silence the song forever. That’s why I wanted you.”
I lean forward, pinning her with my gaze as I tell her, “Aria, that was before I held you. No matter how much you choose to hate me, I swear I’ll never let you go. You mean so much more to me than I would dare to admit to anyone.”





CHAPTER 103
Aria

Banged on the door.
The stove ticks with the flame licking up from the burner and I turn it to medium before setting the pot of water on it.
I can’t get over Carter’s confession.
I would never go to the half of the estate where my father does his business. My mother died on the second floor in that half of the house and I swear I can still feel her there.
Whatever he thinks happened, didn’t.
I never interrupted my father’s work or even attempted to be anywhere near his business. I never banged on the door. I never called out that I needed anyone for anything.
I wouldn’t dare.
Carter chose wrong. The woman who called out to him and saved him… she wasn’t me.
I’m not his songbird luring him into the forest. I’m not the girl he thought he loved yet grew to hate.
It was never supposed to be me.
The hollow emptiness I’ve felt since he left me there in the den all alone, is unexplainable. I should be happy; I should tell him how wrong he was to take me. I should confess that voice he heard didn’t belong to me. Instead, I swallow the dark secret down and let it choke me as I watch the pot of water boil.
“What are you making?” Daniel asks me and disrupts my thoughts. “Damn, you look like hell,” he says, scratching the back of his head. In bare feet, faded jeans, and a plain white t-shirt, he looks relaxed, but he can’t hide the exhaustion in his expression.
“Ditto,” I tell him and spoon the potatoes into the pot. I’ve already cut everything else I need to make potato salad. Now I just wait. My mother used to make the best potato salad. I swear it’s better the day after though, once it sits in the fridge for a full night.
I’m not hungry at all. I’m simply going through the motions, pretending the truth of my situation doesn’t destroy every fiber inside of me.
Daniel opens the fridge as I spoon in the last few chunks. With the door open and his face hidden from me as he reaches for something, he asks me, “Want to talk about it?”
A genuine, yet sad smile tugs at my lips.
“You want to talk about your problems?” I ask him back.
“I asked you first,” he says with a hint of humor, shutting the door and revealing a jug of orange juice.
“You sound like your brother,” I tell him absently.
“Well shit,” he tells me, pulling out a glass. It clinks on the counter as he smiles at me. “Don’t go offending me left and right there, Aria,” he jokes, and I let the small laugh bubble up although it sounds subdued and futile.
I stir the hard potatoes even though I know I don’t need to. But I completely forgot the timer, and the realization makes me lean forward to start it.
With the beep of it being set, and the numbers counting down, I take a step back and lean against the counter.
“What’d he do this time?” Daniel asks me, mirroring my position as he leans on the other side.
“Nothing new,” I tell him and the honesty in those words is what hurts the most.
The soft smile that lingered on his lips vanishes at my reply, and so I focus on the numbers, watching them as if I could speed them up if only I stare hard enough.
“Why won’t he let me leave?” I ask him in a whisper.
Because he thinks you’re someone else. Someone who saved him.
My throat dries, and my words crack as I tell him, “This isn’t right.”
It’s silent for a long while, with only the sound being the water beginning to boil again.
“Because he cares for you,” Daniel finally says, and I look him in the eyes, letting him see the real effect Carter Cross has on me.
“What a way to show it. Killing my family is just the cherry on top.” My sarcastic response makes Daniel’s expression harden.
“I have opinions of your father as well,” he tells me softly, in a tone I haven’t heard from him yet. My heart slams once and I’m forced to look him in the eyes. “I’ll keep them to myself though,” he tells me and then opens the fridge to put the orange juice back.
No doubt so he can leave me. So he doesn’t have to tolerate my self-pity.
“And what about everyone else? Everyone I’ve ever known and loved?” I can barely breathe as I push him for justification.
“If you knew the truth,” he tells me, facing me after shutting the fridge doors, “you wouldn’t blame him.” There’s so much sincerity from him, I almost question my resolve.
“It’s not just my father. So, I can, and I will blame him,” I respond despondently, although I’m undecided on whether or not I believe my own words. When I look up at Daniel, my heart races chaotically and my body freezes.
Addison walks into the kitchen slowly, glancing from Daniel to me before offering me a small smile.
I can’t breathe, and I don’t know what to do. Anxiety pricks at my skin as she takes me in. My hair is still damp from the shower and I’m wearing a sleep shirt. I know my eyes show the lack of sleep and I look like a fucking mess.
More than that, I know Addison doesn’t know who I am. She’s normal. She’s not forced to stay here like I am. Not the same way, at least.
Daniel plays it off far better than I do, wrapping his arm around Addison and giving her a soft kiss that forces her eyes back to him.
Shifting my weight, I glance at the timer and consider just leaving. I don’t know what I’d say to her if I could even look her in the eyes right now.
Hi Addison, I know all about you and I know you don’t know anything about me. I’m Carter’s whore and he’s going to kill my entire family soon, so I’m not allowed to leave. Nice to meet you.
Although that’s not quite true. He admitted I mean more to him. But it’s because he thinks I’m someone else. I’ve never felt more shame than I do right now. Every time I remember his words, I want to cry. Because he never wanted me and the moment he finds out the truth, he’ll throw me away.
“Addison,” Daniel’s voice breaks up my spiteful thoughts as he says, “This is Aria. She’s with Carter.”
She’s with Carter.
His words echo in my head as Addison smiles sweetly, pushing a lock of hair behind her ear and giving me a small, but friendly wave while staying where she is. “It’s nice to meet you,” she says kindly although she glances back at Daniel, no doubt wondering what’s wrong with me.
“Hi,” I offer up a single word and it croaks. I’m not with Carter; I’m against him. Except of course when I’m writhing underneath him.
“She’s having a hard day,” he tells her softly. My heart thumps in the way that hurts. The way that makes it feel like it’s a tight ball that needs air and without it, it only gets tighter.
“Sorry.” I swallow and tell her, “I’m not usually this weird.” I roll my eyes and force a huff of a laugh up to ease the tension.
“You’re not weird,” she says and shakes her head at my words. “Just looks like you’re having a hard day. That’s totally reasonable,” she adds with her hands waving out in front of her. “No judgment here.”
I get the feeling that Addison is lonely from her tone, from her awkwardness. Or maybe I’m just projecting what I feel myself.
“Let’s get back,” Daniel says and the tightness in my throat grows. At least I got to meet her, and he said I’m with Carter. It’s respectable. Well… to some. I’m sure to her it is.
“Sure,” she tells him softly, with an answer spoken so low it’s just for him, but then she raises her voice and speaks to me.
“Do you want to come with me to the gym tomorrow?”
I blink at her question. I’m surprised by it and not sure what to say.
“I just took a shower, so…” she starts to say and then rocks on her heels, wrapping her long hair around her wrist nervously.
I don’t know if I’m even allowed to talk to her alone. Anger rises inside of me. I don’t need permission. And one day, she’ll know what I am and why I’m here. I can’t hide it forever. Then what will she think of me?
“I don’t know,” I offer her. My gaze flickers to Daniel, but he stands easily beside Addison as if nothing’s wrong. Like none of this is abnormal. The way the Cross boys do.
“Come on, we can drink wine while we do the back thing. It feels good,” she says playfully. “I don’t even like working out,” she says and then looks at Daniel as if looking for permission, but not waiting for any. “But being locked up here is killing me and it’s at least something different to do.”
I watch the happiness drain from her and the smile only staying where it is because she’s forcing it. “If you want company, I could really use some girl time,” she says softly and then rolls her eyes as the emotion plays on her face. “Sorry,” she huffs, shaking her head and leaning into Daniel as he holds her close. “I’m having a bad day too.”
“I can work out,” I tell her immediately, saying what she wants to hear just to take away her pain. I bite my lip as my heart sputters, wondering if Carter will stop me from going.
“I’m not a runner though,” I warn her, trying to lighten the mood and force a small smile to my lips.
A genuine happiness lights up her face and she nods enthusiastically. “Oh, yeah, for sure.” She laughs a little and breathes out easily, “If you ever see me running, you should start running too because there’s someone behind me trying to get me,” she jokes and doesn’t see how Daniel responds. How his lips turn down and then press into a thin line. She’s oblivious to it, but when she glances at him, he’s quick to hide it. To offer her a peck of a kiss and then tell me although he’s still looking at her, “I’m surprised she’s using the gym at all.”
She shrugs and points out, “There’s not much else to do.”
“We could just drink in the den?” I offer, grasping at a way to make it more acceptable. Carter knows I go to the den, so if Addison happened to come in there, he couldn’t blame me for that. Well, he could. He’ll probably find some way to stop it from happening as it is.
“That sounds perfect,” she tells me with a broad smile. Daniel drags her away just as the timer goes off on the stove.
With a genuine smile and a short wave, she says sweetly, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
It’s kind of her, but I have no idea if I will.
Seeing how blind she is to everything, I’m reminded of how little I knew in my father’s house. Even being oblivious to everything else, she still has a sad smile. I guess there’s not much difference between knowing the truth and being blind to it. The effect is still the same.





CHAPTER 104
Carter

She’s so lost, my Aria. I can’t take my eyes from her as she stares at the comforter, her fingertips barely grazing it before she pulls the sheets back. Her expression is a mix of emotions. Sadness, confusion, the barest hint of anger. As the seconds pass, her chest flushes, and the lust of knowing what’s to come takes over. But her brow stays furrowed as the bed groans with her small weight and the sheets rustle.
I don’t think for a second that she’s gotten over her anger, but it’s not as raw as it was hours ago, let alone where she was yesterday. I still don’t know what set her off at the front door, but I’m going to find out. She can’t hide from me forever and I don’t buy that bullshit that there was nothing in particular. I watched the surveillance cameras over and over again. Something happened. I just don’t know what.
I loosen my watchband, feeling the slick metal brush against my wrist before placing it back in its spot in the drawer. My gaze is still pinned on Aria, who’s looking anywhere but back at me, her fingers fiddling with her necklace. Another second, another heavy breath.
The internal war is waning, but war leaves casualties, and I know she’s taking record of everything she’s lost and what’s left of the woman she once was. I watch as she swallows, her chest rising higher and her breathing quickening.
She’s so close to submitting everything to me. So, fucking close.
She doesn’t even see it.
“You can’t stay mad at me forever,” I tell her as I pull my shirt over my head, grabbing it by the back of the collar.
I kick off my pants and ready myself to join her in bed, wondering if she’ll tense when I wrap my arms around her. It’s only fair that it guts me every night when she does it. I’m more than certain I deserve a harsher punishment.
“Do you know Addison spoke to me today?” she asks me with an edge of anxiousness rather than acknowledging what I’ve said. She doesn’t seem to have taken my confession in the den earlier to heart, but she’s more guarded now than she was before. Maybe she doesn’t remember, but I thought it would change something between us. For the better.
My lips twitch with the hint of a feigned smile. “I do,” I tell her, and she finally looks at me with a pleading expression.
“And?” she asks with clear curiosity but the desperation weighing heavier.
“And what?” I ask her as if I can’t comprehend her line of questioning. Addison knows who I am, and I agree this situation is less than moral, but if she were to learn the truth, she would still love my brother. She’d still be family. She’ll forgive me. Daniel’s sins have been substantial, and she’s forgiven him, mostly.
“Are you going to let me go?”
Her bottom lip wavers, but she waits patiently as I drop my hand to hers, thinking carefully about my next words.
“You’ll like Addison,” I tell her genuinely. “I won’t stop you, and I won’t be there to control you; I don’t have any interest in it either.”
“So, you don’t care?” she questions.
“I care, but not in the way you think. Why would I want to stop you two from getting to know one another?” I ask her and then add, “My brother won’t either. You two should get to know each other.” I don’t let on how anxious I am to hear what she tells Addison and whether or not she confides in her.
“I could tell her you’re holding me hostage, that you trapped me in a cell for weeks…” she answers me with a cocked brow although she can’t hide the sadness that still lingers in her expression. I can see so clearly that the very idea of how we became what we are now, tortures her.
“Would you really want to bring her into this?” I ask her pointedly. “She’s having a hard time, and you and I both know she wouldn’t react well to that.”
“What if I say something I shouldn’t?” she whispers quietly with genuine concern. I watch as she picks at the blanket, clearly on edge with the prospect of saying something that would cause more problems for our already delicate situation.
“Don’t,” is the only answer I have for her. “Be careful with what you say.”
The silence stretches for a moment and I consider her.
“Maybe it’s best you forget all this for a moment, and just talk to her as you would have anyone else a month ago.”
I have to be so delicate with her. Ever so delicate. She doesn’t answer, although the careful tiptoeing around her words slips away as she adjusts under the covers.
“We have other matters to discuss,” I tell her as my thumb runs along the stubble of my jaw.
Although she nods, a heavy sigh leaves her in a staggering way, the sleep showing in her expression. She’s overwhelmed and exhausted. Neither of us slept last night. Even after crying half the night, she woke every hour.
“What happened yesterday can’t happen again. You have a choice. You can take your punishment now, or you can have it after your date with Addison.”
Her body tenses and she struggles to form words, her lips parting and strangled breaths taking the place of whatever her question is.
“You won’t be sending me back to the cell then?” she finally asks, her voice as strained as her body is stiff.
“That wouldn’t do you any good.” I wrap my arm around her, comforting her and leave a small kiss on the crown of her head. I whisper, “I told you, you shouldn’t be left alone. This punishment is to benefit us. I promise you that,” I tell her and feel the weight of everything looming in my thoughts.
I can see her swallowing her words. Practically reading her mind, I can see how she wants to tell me that we would be better if I would let this war go or let her go, but she doesn’t dare speak it.
“What is it?” she asks me.
“I haven’t decided yet,” I tell her honestly.
“Tomorrow then,” she tells me softly with defeat in her expression and it shreds me, but tomorrow she’ll see.
“Is this what it will always be like?” she asks. “I do something you don’t like, and I’m punished for it and then fucked until I forget I hate you?”
I don’t think she meant her question to be humorous, but a short chuckle makes my chest shake. Running my fingers down her arm, I decide to tell her more, to set boundaries. But with them comes new rules.
“In the bedroom, I want you to obey. Anywhere else,” my blood pumps harder and hotter as I finish, “I want you as mine.”
“There’s a difference?” she asks with feigned sarcasm. That mouth of hers is going to get her in trouble. Her disobedience shouldn’t make me as hard as it does. As much as I love it, tomorrow night she’ll be punished. There’s no mistaking that.
“You already know there is,” I say and although my voice comes out deep and foreboding, I try to lighten it. “It’s time for a new game, Aria.”
“No games.” Her voice rises, and she has to lower it before adding, “I’m done playing games with you, Carter.”
“You’ll never be done with me.” My words whisper against her skin. “You already know that.”
Her fingernails dig into the sheets, pulling them tighter as she continues to avoid looking at me. I know why she doesn’t want to meet my heated gaze. It will make hers fill with desire, too. She can’t deny what she feels for me and how much power is in the tension between us. The push and pull that drives me wild does the same for her. The difference is that I can admit it; even if it will destroy me, I can fucking admit what she does to me.
“What do you want?” she asks me although she stares straight ahead, her expression flat and indifferent. “Tell me what you want from me,” she says, and a spike of anger plays in her tone. “Tell me what it means to be yours,” she asks through clenched teeth and I merely stare back at her. She already knows. We both know that she knows exactly what it means.
“Here you fuck me… you punish me like you did before.” I don’t miss how her eyes darken as she gazes around the room, looking to where I’ve spanked her, throat fucked her, made her cum harder than she ever had before.
“Yes,” I tell her and watch as her pupils dilate and her legs scissor to ease some of the heat growing between her legs.
“And what do you expect outside of this room?” she asks and when she does, her voice wavers. She knows how much is at stake.
“For them to fear you.” Her eyes flash to mine and suddenly my songbird is very much interested. I continue, “The way they fear me.”
She laughs a sad and pathetic sound, ripping her gaze from me as she shakes her head. Her soft lips part, but no words come out and instead, she continues to shake her head and stares at the knob of the bathroom door across the room. Looking anywhere but at me.
“Fear is easy to attain,” I tell her the simple fact. And it truly is. Keeping it is the curse that never fades. But I can bear the weight of that burden. She only needs to play the part. They have to believe it.
She shakes her head gently as if I don’t understand. She tells me, “I want to draw. Maybe own a studio one day. That’s my ambition. Or sell some of my pieces to people who would love them the way I do. I want them to feel what I feel when they look at them.” I can see the light of hope in her eyes as she tells me a dream of hers I would never have known otherwise. I can give her that, so easily. All she had to do was tell me. “That’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted beyond being happy. Having a family and making them happy.”
A family.
I can give her that too, and the thought of her swollen with my child makes me force back a groan of want in my throat. Closing my eyes, I remind myself she needs time. All in good time. Once the war is over, everything will change.
Opening my eyes, I ask her, “And what does any of that have to do with what I’ve asked of you?” My question catches her off guard. “You forget the world you live in.” A family, a gallery. It’s all so easily attainable. But only when we have control. And that requires fear. They must fear her.
I ask her, “You want that studio? A gallery? Children, Aria? Do you think your name alone is one that wouldn’t put a target on your back?” She flinches at the question and I can see the doubt and worry play across her face. Her lips turn down as her breathing picks up. It doesn’t matter if Aria stands beside me or not; the minute she was given the name Talvery, her entire life was at risk.
“Anything that gives you pride or happiness is a weakness waiting to be exploited. But only if anyone would dare to cross you. And Aria, if you haven’t noticed, the stunt I pulled the other night will lead to whispers of what you mean to me. And that makes you a far greater weakness to exploit than you ever were to your father.”
“So, that’s what I am? A weakness?”
The tension grows between us as her expression softens but stays riddled with curiosity. She whispers a question I know has been torturing her. I watch her soft lips as she asks, “What do I mean to you? Me. Not the girl you thought I was.”
I replay her words that one of her greatest ambitions was to make her family happy, feeling my heartbeat slow as if time is forced to pause for me to consider how to answer her.
The mere idea of ensuring her happiness is becoming a greater ambition to me than anything else has ever been. If I spoke those words to her now, she’d laugh in my face. She doesn’t see what I see. She doesn’t know what I know. I could never tell her. I don’t have the words even if she was ready for them.
She doesn’t have the forgiveness to offer me for what I’ve put her through and what I’m going to put her through.
She wouldn’t believe me if I told her this is for her. That it’s all for her. And if she did, she’d still use it against me. She doesn’t even realize the woman she can be. The defiance and stubbornness that makes her perfection in my eyes.
“I’ll show you what you mean to me, Aria.” My voice is rough and deep but holds nothing but sincerity. “Until then, the new game has started. This room is for fucking you, punishing you and giving you pleasure beyond imagine. And outside of this room, you will be mine, and you will demand respect and earn the fear that’s owed to you.”
Her hazel-green eyes brim with something I’ve yet to see.
“Carter Cross,” she whispers my name. “I don’t know that I’m the woman you think I am.” Her words are etched with sorrow as if she really believes what she says.
I lean in closer to her, resting my lips against her shoulder and running the tip of my nose along her skin. My lips caress her jaw where I kiss her gently and then nip the lobe of her ear.
I whisper along the shell of her ear, watching goosebumps form down her shoulder and across her chest, pebbling her nipples. “You have so much to learn and so much to accept, but Aria,” I open my eyes to stare into hers before I continue, “I know you won’t disappoint me.”
My gaze focused on her lips, I speak more to myself than to her, “It’s all been leading to this.”





CHAPTER 105
Aria

I have three hours and a single bottle of wine. I should’ve grabbed a second bottle, knowing Carter will be waiting for me in his bedroom when this rendezvous is over.
There’s a tension in my chest, a faint flicker of life in my heart with the nerves of what’s waiting for me.
The idea of running back to the hideaway room flutters into my mind every so often. Carter held up his word that he wouldn’t come for me the first time I fled there, but what are the odds he’ll do that again? If I try to avoid the punishment and him, I have a feeling everything will only get worse. There’s a single distraction I’m grateful for though. Someone to talk to and someone who doesn’t know what I’m going through. I’m indebted to Addison, even if she has no idea. In fact, I’m grateful she has no idea.
Popping the cork out of the bottle, I stop pretending as if hiding will do anything at all. I may fear Carter at times, along with the thoughts of punishment, but there’s a darker piece of my soul that craves it.
I can’t deny the idea of being throat fucked or tied up by the most powerful man I’ve ever met has every nerve ending in my body lit like a fuse waiting to go off.
Even as I pour the wine, listening to the sound of it, I think of every way Carter’s punished me before. How hot and eager he made me for more as he played my body against my emotions. Even still, I’m numb with grief.
It makes no sense. Save the fact that my heart is truly torn and in disarray.
The dark liquid swirls as I set the bottle down and lift my glass to my lips, breathing in the dark blend to fill my lungs. Maybe I’ve truly lost it all. Maybe I’m crazy at this point.
I need something to give. Everything is about to fall apart in front of my eyes and just out of reach. But how do I change any of it? What I truly need is mercy from a heartless man dead set on revenge.
“There you are,” I hear Addison before I see her and my heart attempts to leap up my throat, beating chaotically as if caught in an unspeakable act.
“Hey,” I breathe out and my voice wavers. The wine in my glass swishes from being jostled and to steady it, I hold the stem with both hands.
“This kind of feels like a blind date, doesn’t it?” Addison jokes with a genuine smile. Her mood is greatly improved from yesterday. She almost seems like a different person from what I’ve seen before.
Carefree and excited. There’s a sweetness about her and the air around her as she walks into the room. Without hesitation, she picks up a glass and fills it.
“It kind of does,” I agree with a dry laugh and a half-smile and the awkwardness wanes. My hands are clammy as she lifts up her glass for a cheers and I do the same.
“To new friends.” She tilts her head with the same smile on her lips, but it’s softer as the glass clinks.
Sighing, she settles into the sofa, making herself comfortable. “I’ve only been in this room the one time,” Addison starts talking although she’s not looking at me at all. She tucks her legs up under her as she sets the glass down on the end table and stares at a black and white photograph framed just to the right of the mantel. “Carter wanted to show me he’d hung my pictures,” she says softly and then glances at me. “I think he just wanted to make me smile and feel welcomed, you know?”
My brow raises in surprise. “These are yours?” I ask her, finding the conversation a wonderful distraction for the well of emotion that constantly pulls me into the tide of depression I’ve been feeling. The idea of Carter doing anything for her just to make her happy has questions drifting in the forefront of my mind, but I swat them away. No thoughts of Carter or anything else. I’ve proven to myself I’m incapable of processing it all.
Every few minutes, my mood has changed today. Whether I think of Nikolai and his impending execution, my father and what he did to Carter and the Cross brothers, the fact that he hasn’t come for me, or Carter himself and the cruel things he says and the murders he has planned.
Yet the prospect of falling into his arms for him to soothe all the painful twists and turns this week has given me, somehow clouds my judgment and that’s where I want to stay. Accepting a comfort and turning my back on reality.
Maybe that’s why I’m growing to hate myself. Yes, I truly think I’m going insane. And I’d blame Carter if only I could remember what he’s done and what he plans to do when he kisses me and takes all the pain away.
“All of them but those two,” she says and points out two abstract watercolor paintings behind us that straddle the entrance to the den. Tugging my skirt down, I clear my throat and smile. The kind of smile I’ve given others before when I know that’s what they expect to see.
Sometimes that smile turns into a genuine one, and that’s what I hope this turns into. I pray that’s what it will be.
“You’re very talented.” I have to admire her work yet again. It’s not the first time I’ve noticed them. “They’re stunning.”
Her fair features blush and her shoulders dip a little as she waves me away and jokingly says, “Aw shucks,” causing me to let out a gentle laugh. “That’s kind of you.”
“I love art,” I tell her and for some reason the generic statement makes me scrunch up my nose. “I love the ones that make you feel.” My hands gesture in the air toward my chest to make my point. “Like with yours.” My words fail me, and I have to close my eyes, shaking my head for a moment, so I can put the right words in order to get out exactly what I mean. “It seems so simple, even with the black and white taking away even more of what we’d see normally. But in the simplicity, there’s so much more there that speaks to a raw side of your soul like you can feel what the photographer feels, or any artist by focusing on an object that would have such little meaning if you saw it in passing. In the art, it begs to tell you a story and you can already feel what the story is about.”
“I knew you were a girl of my own heart,” Addison says and offers me a kind smile. “I have to admit,” she leans forward, hushing her voice, “I’ve seen your drawings and I could say the same right back to you.”
“Thank you,” I tell her, feeling the happiness of a shared interest, but also realizing the ice has been broken and the questions she has for me are probably similar to the ones I have for her. The questions beg to slip through and bring me back to the train of thought I was on moments ago.
It’s too easy to just be friendly, to sit on the surface of the world we live in and pretend that everything is just fine.
“So where are you from?” Addison asks me, taking another sip, her lips already staining from the wine, and then she reaches for the throw blanket. I finally take a seat on the armchair I’ve been leaning against. The leather groans as I sink down in it and sit cross-legged to be comfortable.
“Close to here,” I tell her and ignore how my heart beats harder, my fingers tracing along my ankle to keep them busy while I carefully avoid details. I can’t look her in the eyes as I wonder if she knows where I come from and who my family is. My throat dries but before it can cause my words to crack, I quickly ask her, “What about you?”
Glancing at her, I can feel the anxiety course harder in my veins, but her expression stays casual and easy. I get the impression that Addison is more laidback than I am. Harder to shake. Stronger in a lot of ways. And for some reason, that thought weighs against my chest heavily as she answers.
“I grew up around here, but left and traveled for the past, like five years, almost six years now?” Her voice is light as she continues. “I’ve lived all over.”
“That’s amazing,” I say with wonder. I’ve never left home. I’ve never ventured outside of the parameters I was given.
“Did you live on your own?”
Addison nods with a sly grin and then clucks her tongue. “I was kind of running away at first,” she says, and her voice is lower as she shrugs and then takes a heavy gulp of wine. She licks her lower lip and stares at the glass as she says, “It was too hard to stay.” She peeks up at me and her piercing green eyes stay with mine as she says, “It was far too easy to just keep going, you know? Rather than staying still and having to deal with it all.”
The jealousy I felt only moments ago instantly turns to compassion. Her tone is too raw, too open, and honest not to feel the pain of her confession.
“Yeah, I get that,” I tell her and settle deeper into the seat. “I really do.”
Time passes quietly as I slowly pick through the questions, one that won’t open up a raw wound unless she cares to go there herself. “What brought you back?” I ask.
“Daniel.” She rolls her eyes as she says his name, but she can’t hide how her smile grows, how her cheeks flush and she pulls her legs into herself as if his name’s only home is on her lips. “We bumped into each other a few towns over and he brought me back.”
My smile matches hers as she continues her story. “We grew up together—kind of. I kind of grew up with him and his brothers I guess. It’s a complicated story,” she says then waves me off, wine glass in her hand, although she takes a long minute before sipping it again, staring past me at the mantel.
“This one is delicious,” she says before finishing it off.
“I love the dark reds.” My statement is spoken as absently as she spoke hers.
“They’re the best,” she says wide-eyed and then reaches for the bottle for another glass.
“You two getting along all right?” Daniel’s voice carries through the den before he’s even taken a step into the room.
My skin pricks with unease, being brought back to reality when I’d been slipping into a hiding place of Addison’s story. I keep my smile plastered on my face as he glances between the two of us.
I wonder if he thinks I’d tell her why I’m here and what happened. That I’d warn her away from Daniel and expose that he knew. That I’d beg her to help me and frighten her.
My heart feels like it collapses in on itself as the two of them go back and forth in lighthearted banter although a touch of tension is obvious.
“Always hovering,” Addison says although there’s a quiet reverence there that Daniel doesn’t seem to grasp. He sighs and runs his hand down the back of his head before saying, “I just came to see if you two needed anything.”
Addison playfully slaps his arm as he stops behind the sofa where she’s sitting. “Liar. You came to eavesdrop.”
“You got me,” he says and lets her shoo him away with a simple, “Get out,” but not without a kiss.
Addison lifts from her seat, making the blanket around her waist fall as her ass lifts up. “Love you,” she whispers and then gives him a peck. Then another and another. Three in quick succession.
With the tip of his nose brushing against hers he says with his eyes closed, “Love you too.”
And there isn’t an ounce of me that doesn’t believe them both. My smile falls and there’s no way I could fake one in this moment. Love exists in their exchange; it breathes in the air between them.
It’s undeniable and nothing like what binds me to Carter. It’s not lust, it’s a meeting of souls, the two of them needing one another and recognizing that truth.
“You need anything?” Daniel asks again as my gaze drifts to the side table. The edge of the carved wood grants me a small escape from their display.
“Aria,” Daniel’s voice is raised as he addresses me directly. “You need anything?” he asks me, and his eyes carry his real question, Are you okay?
“I’m fine,” I tell him as evenly as I can and then clear my throat before reaching for my glass again.
It takes a long moment after he’s left for the tense air to change.
“So, you and Carter?” Addison asks me, cocking a brow to be comical. She sips the wine but keeps her eyes on me and the expression on her face makes me laugh.
“Yeah, me and Carter,” I tell her tightly, but with humor.
“He’s keeping you trapped here too, huh?” she asks and the easy interaction that existed before turns sharp.
“You could say that,” I reply but my voice is flat. Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I consider telling her the truth for a split second, but there’s no way I ever would. Not because I don’t trust her, but because I’m truly ashamed in this moment.
I’ve given up. I’m lying in bed with the devil. And as much as Addison appears to like me, there’s no way she’d ever respect me if she knew the truth. I don’t even respect myself.
”I’m guessing he chased you?” she asks speculatively. “The Cross boys tend to chase.”
“Again, you could say that.”
”When I first I met Carter,” Addison starts to tell me a story, realizing I’m not open to sharing my own Carter tale, while her thin finger drifts over the edge of the wine glass, running circles around the rim of it. “He was different from the other brothers.”
“How so?” I ask, watching her finger as my shame eases.
She glances at me for a moment with a pinched expression. “He wasn’t around as often, and he was always quiet when he was around, but you knew the moment he was in the house. He was the authority.”
“What do you mean?”
“Like their father wasn’t the best, you know? After their mother died, he took it really hard.” She swallows as if a painful memory threatened to choke her if she continued, but she goes on. “So, if anyone needed anything, it was Carter who was asked. Carter who made the rules. Carter who got whatever was needed.”
I watch her expression as she tells me their story.
“This one time, it was so stupid.” Her eyes get glassy but she shakes her head and brushes her hair back. “These kids stole our bikes,” she tells me, forcing strength to her voice.
“Tyler took me to the corner store and we left our bikes outside, and these assholes stole them.” She laughs the kind of laugh that you force out when you want a release from the need to cry.
“You knew Tyler?” I ask her, feeling a chill run down my skin, leaving goosebumps along their path. Nikolai told me once that when you have that feeling run through you, it means someone’s walked over your grave.
She only nods, her eyes reflecting a sad secret, and then continues. “It had to be these guys, they were older and there were like six of them. Grown ass men who had nothing better to do than steal bikes from high school kids.” She breathes in deeply before smoothing the blanket down across her lap and telling me, “We walked home and the last ten minutes it rained the whole way. We were soaked when we got back.”
“Daniel wasn’t there; Tyler went to him first because he didn’t like to bother Carter. None of the boys ever liked to bother him with petty stuff, you know?” she asks me, and I don’t know how to respond but she doesn’t give me time to regardless.
“So, Carter was there and asked what happened. He was quick to anger back then, so much different from now,” she tells me, and I look at her as if she’s crazy, but she doesn’t see. She picks at the blanket and continues. “He and Tyler left together in the truck, Carter told me to stay back and within hours, both bikes were in the back of the truck safe at home. Tyler was never one to fight. He was a lover and a kind old soul, but he said those guys wouldn’t mess with us anymore. I kind of wish I’d seen what Carter had done.” She says the last words like a spoken thought that had just come to her. All I can think is that she’s probably better off not having witnessed what Carter did to those men.
“I guess that’s not the best story,” she says and shrugs. “Sorry, I kind of suck at telling stories.”
I offer her a soft smile and say, “I liked it.”
“Anyway, that’s what Carter does. He takes what he wants and doesn’t take any prisoners or put up with any bullshit.”
Her words strike me in a way I can’t explain and the same tears that she’d wiped away haphazardly at the start of her story, threaten to fall from mine.
“Are you okay?” she asks me, although judging by the way her smile wavers, I could ask her the same.
My lips part ready to do what I’ve always done, to tell everyone that I’m fine. To pretend like nothing’s wrong.
“Only if you want to talk,” she quickly adds, practically tripping over her words. Even her hands come up in protest. “I’m not usually this weird, I’ve just been on edge lately and it’s so nice to be able to talk to someone else. Someone who’s not…,” she stops and holds her breath, searching for the right words but none come. I can see it in her eyes that she’s suffering like I am. Something’s wrong and I can only guess that it’s because she’s trapped here. Trapped like I am, but for such different reasons.
“I’m okay, and I get it… I do.” My attempt to reassure her falls flat. She offers me a weak half smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.
“I wish I could tell you something,” she whispers and then shakes her head as if she’s losing her mind. Maybe I’m not the only crazy one in this room. Wiping under her eyes she looks to the door and exhales a harsh breath. “I should go.” Maybe she had a curfew time too. Or maybe she just doesn’t want to break down in front of a stranger.
Glancing at the clock, I see nearly three hours has already passed. I feel like we’ve only just sat down.
“Yeah, I should too.” I clear my throat and try to think of something to say that’s comforting for her even though I hardly know her. A piece of her though, her heart and soul, I know well. “I’m here if you ever want a drinking buddy,” I offer.
“Or to binge-watch something good on Netflix?” she offers, and the genuine happiness lights up her expression.
“Sure,” I offer her a smile with my upturned voice and imagine the loss I can already feel doesn’t exist.
“This might sound weird,” Addison tells me as she picks up her wine glass and downs the last remaining bit before looking me in the eyes, “but you look like you could use ‘a somebody.’” She sets the glass down, the clinking of the glass breaking up the white noise that drowns me when Addison stares down at me, standing up on her way to leave. She pushes the hair off of her shoulder and tells me solemnly, “I didn’t have ‘a somebody’ for a long time. And I know how it feels.”
It’s hard to describe the pain and hollowness of having a stranger seem to see through you and when they look there, they want to help you, to be there for you with a genuine kindness. When you look back at them, you see it too. It’s so obvious but speaking the truth would make it real, and it’s so much more comforting to run and hide or pretend like everything is okay for at least a little while.
I have to clear my dry, scratchy throat before I tell her, “I might take you up on that.”





CHAPTER 106
Carter

The floor creaking alerts me to her coming. The bathroom light is still on and the soft yellow light filters into the room, casting a shadow where she stands. Aria’s never looked so tempting and radiant. Licking her lips in defiance even though there’s fear and defeat in her gorgeous hazel eyes. Naked, with her skin flushed from the prospect of what’s coming, she stands there caught in my gaze.
I’ve never been so hard in my fucking life. I know she needs this. We both need it. The last few days have been large steps back with only meager steps forward.
She stands before me as my equal, daring, and relentless, although on the opposite side from where I stand.
“Come,” I command her as I sit on the chair and run my hand down my right thigh.
She walks in from the bathroom hesitantly, her body stiff but still she comes to me, stopping in front of me and waiting.
“Sit,” I tell her, and she instinctively reaches for my hand as I pull her ass down to nestle in my crotch. She stiffens her back and continues to pretend she doesn’t need this. She knows better if only she’d open her eyes.
“I’ve thought a lot about what’s causing tension between us.” The statement comes out deep and husky, unable to deny my desire for her. I let my middle finger slip along her shoulder and watch as it makes her nipples pebble. Her beautiful skin both flushes and at the same time pricks with goosebumps.
“The first thing I’m going to do is punish you.” Her lips part with a quick breath, but she nods her head in understanding. “The second is to give you something you want, and something you need…” I pause my movement and wait for her beautiful hazel-green gaze to meet mine before adding, “If you take the punishment well.”
Her breathing quickens, and I can see how her blood pumps harder in the veins of her neck but still, she nods in obedience. Her eyes continue to flicker to mine with questions, but she doesn’t ask them.
“Lie across my lap,” I tell her gently. There’s no need to be firm, knowing what’s to come. Nervously, she obeys but tries to hold on to the chair as her balance is off and her legs dangle aimlessly.
I adjust her, so she’s positioned perfectly, her hip on my right thigh and she gasps in protest, but it’s short-lived.
“Hands behind your back,” I command her, and she obeys, although she’s awkward in my lap, trying to balance herself. It doesn’t matter though, the second I grip both her wrists in my left hand and press them to the small of her back, she’s steady. And that’s how she’ll stay until I decide this punishment is over. Her pussy is already glistening; the mix of fear and desire is a powerful thing.
My blunt fingernails trail over her pale, supple ass as I give her a simple command. “Tell me why you ran from me when I gave you access to the front door.” My chest feels tight with worry that she’ll never see. I won’t allow her to question my control. Not again. Never again. She needs to know in every fiber of her being, that I can take control from her but that more than that, she needs it.
“I need to know what set you off, Aria,” I say clearly enough to be sure she understands how much this means to me when she doesn’t answer.
“I don’t know,” she tells me with a tense voice before blowing a strand of hair out of her face.
The lying will come to an end shortly.
Slap! My hand stings all the way down to my wrist as the bright mark lands on her right cheek and Aria cries out, her hips bucking uselessly as I hold her down with a firm grip and do the same to her other cheek. Moving to her center, I slap her there and then again on the right cheek. All the while, she writhes in my lap and cries out with muffled screams of protest.
My heart hammers and my dick hardens when my fingers drift lower to her cunt. Her breathing hitches, and her entrance clenches around my fingertips but she gets no reward for lying to me.
I speak softly as I gently lay my hand on her hot cheek, rubbing soothing strokes over the sensitized marks. “Tell me the truth.” My command falls into the silence that mixes with her strangled moans as the pain and pleasure combine. I dip my fingers to her cunt, letting them run through her slick folds. My middle finger trails down to her clit and I circle it once, tempting her and rewarding her obedience as she stays where she is, where she belongs on my lap. “Tell me, Aria.”
With a shaky breath, Aria’s back attempts to bow and her thighs clench. She visibly swallows, and I know she’s going to cum, so I stop. My finger is still pressed against her, but without the movement, she lifts her eyes to mine, breathing heavily with her lips parted.
“I don’t know,” she answers, her mesmerizing hazel eyes begging me to believe her. I don’t wait for her to prepare. I spank her other cheek and then move back to the right before returning to the left repeatedly, feeling a burn that runs up my arm as my hand goes numb.
Aria’s scream echoes in the room as her body stiffens across my lap. She seethes, sucking in air through clenched teeth as tears prick her eyes. My own breathing rages from me as I land the last blow and keep her steady where she is.
Gulping for breath and hanging her head low while attempting to fight the need to struggle against the hold I have on her, she turns her head away from me. But I see the tears.
Instantly, I place my hand over her heated skin, ignoring how she jumps and applying enough pressure to soothe the pain. My heart skips once, then twice as she struggles to maintain her composure, the tears falling freely as her face reddens.
“I’ve got you,” I whisper to her and she turns to glance up at me, a look of pure hate on her expression. “Tell me what happened, and it stops,” I offer her again, and watch as her bottom lip wavers. “I won’t let you go until you tell me.”
Her face crumples and she sobs out, “It’s stupid,” before letting the tears fall again.
I continue rubbing soothing circles, occasionally squeezing her ass to keep the blood flowing and the nerve endings on edge. The endorphins flowing in her blood will make her pleasure that much greater. Both the body and mind always prefer pleasure to pain.
And I’ll give her both. Although she hates me now, she’ll love me when this is over.
My fingers drift to her core this time, pressing inside of her and I’m instantly rewarded with her arching her neck, her eyes closed as a small moan of pleasure drifts from her reddened lips. Her cheeks are tearstained, and a few droplets still linger on her lashes.
Her cunt clamps around my fingertips, begging me for more.
A strangled moan fills the hot air as my cock hardens even more and presses against her belly. Fuck, I want her. I need to have her tonight and claim her again. To remind her of how much she belongs with me.
“Tell me now, Aria,” I demand, my voice deep and rumbling with the need I feel alive in every cell of my body.
She only whimpers, and then defiantly shakes her head. “I don’t know, I swear I--”
Before she can even finish, I slap her ass as hard as I can. The pain that had numbed brightens back to life. Under her ass cheeks, on her ass, on her pussy. I spank her in a new spot each time, rotating between them but the pace is ruthless, the slaps unforgiving. My jaw clenches and the pain rips up my arm as she screams out.
“Stop lying to me,” I barely get the command out through clenched teeth as I stop the punishment, forcing myself to breathe and instantly soothe her reddened skin.
She heaves in a breath and then another. A shudder runs down her body that morphs her sobs to moans. She’s close to this being so much more. But what I want are answers and she won’t cum until I get them. I’ll make damn sure of that.
The hair on the side of her face, wet from her tears, is stuck to her skin as she says, “I saw the date.”
Her upper body rocks and she tries to move away from me, groaning with a pained expression before telling me, “I saw the date on your phone.” Her words are spastic at best, but I know I heard her right.
My breathing is still erratic, my hand stinging with pain and my lungs refusing to move as I take in what she’s telling me.
My fingers loosen on her wrists slowly as I wrap my arm around her waist, careful not to touch her ass until I’m ready to set her on my lap.
She winces and seethes, not moving her arms even though she freely could.
Bringing her into my chest, I let her collapse in my arms. Her hands lift to my shoulders as the tears soak into my shirt. The feel of her cheek on my shoulder as she buries her head in the crook of my neck is already a soothing balm to me.
“You saw the date?” I prompt her to tell me more. To explain it to me as I comfort her.
“The day before was my mother’s--” she gasps, not finishing and I run my hand up and down her back, letting her cling to me.
I shush her, letting my warm breath whisper along her hair and I wait for her to settle.
“You missed the anniversary of your mother’s death?” I ask her, feeling a pain inside me crumple every bit of strength I have.
“Yes,” she croaks and tries to climb closer to me as if she wasn’t already pressed against me. “It was the first time,” she says in between breaths, “that I didn’t go to her grave.”
Holding her while she cries, knowing the pain she’s feeling could have been avoided so easily. I could have done something to help her, even if it meant gathering dozens of men to protect her while she saw to her mother’s grave. I could have done something if only I’d known.
“I’m sorry.” I try to put every ounce of compassion into my apology. “Please believe how sorry I am,” I say and kiss her hair, her shoulder and then pull her away to kiss her swollen red lips.
She buries herself back into the crook of my neck and then cries out as her ass brushes against my pants.
“Thank you for telling me,” I say as I maneuver her on my lap, so I have access to her cunt. “Hold on to me,” I command her, and she does instantly. She needs someone to hold and someone to hold her, I’ve never been more sure of it.
“This will make the pain go away,” I tell her, although my words are hollow. Pleasure can hide only one specific kind of pain. I rub her clit first, letting the intensity from the unique pleasure that comes after both pain and mourning flow through her.
She bites down on my shoulder, her fingernails digging into my skin through my shirt. She writhes on my lap, so close to the edge already, although each time her ass brushes against the fabric of my pants, her voice hitches, and her grip on me tightens.
Pressing my fingers inside her, I stroke her ruthlessly and butt my palm against her clit. Her back bows and I have to hold her closer to me, laying my hand against her shoulder.
“Cum for me,” I whisper in her ear. My cock is hard and desperate to be wrapped in her hot cunt, but I can’t take my pleasure from her like this.
It’s all for her.
“Carter,” she gasps my name as her body rocks with pleasure and her head falls back. I don’t stop until she’s trembling, and her cries have stopped completely.
My heart races against hers, sweat covering my skin and every muscle in my body coiled.
Time passes slowly as I wait until she’s calm and coherent. And each second, I carefully select the words she needs to hear.
With weak balance, she finally lifts her head to look me in the eyes. Her expression pinches as she leans back, feeling her raw ass brush against my pants once again, but this time her lips part and another orgasm threatens from the faint touch.
“I need more from you,” I tell her, breaking her moment and forcing her hazel eyes to stare into mine.
“I have you here,” I say as I let my fingers fall to her pussy and then cup it, watching as she gasps, throwing her head back and rocking herself into my hand. My lips drop to her throat, whispering against her skin, “So needy.”
Before she can get off again, I stop and wait for her eyes to reach mine, dark with desire and lit with lust. “I’m getting to you here,” I tell her and smooth her hair back on the crown of her head.
A moment passes with a tense beating in my chest before I drop my fingers to her chest, between her bare breasts and ask her, “What about here?”
My eyes flicker between where I’m touching her and her own gaze, now swirling with a hopelessness and sadness I wish I could take away.
The ever-present vise tightens on my heart as she asks me in a whisper, “If I gave you that, what would I have left?”
It tightens further, and my heart refuses to beat. The answer is so obvious. “You’d have me.” I watch her expression remain unchanged and I have to look away.
Breathing in deeply, I ignore whatever I’m feeling, every last bit of it, knowing logically, she’s close. I know she is.
She comes and goes, and that’s because of her father. If he wasn’t in the picture, she would be mine completely. And Nikolai…
“You know what I need, Carter,” Aria finally speaks and when she does her voice cracks. Tears linger in her eyes. “For you to have my heart, you can’t destroy it. You can’t kill them.”
I cave. Knowing what this could be, I offer her something, just to have a chance to break through the wall that guards her heart. “I’ll call him, but you’ll be silent.”
With a look of shock and gratitude, she leans in closer to me and starts to speak but I press my finger against her lips, silencing her and halting her movements.
Fear is power. And every day, I fear her never loving me more than the day before. I’ve given her the power and I don’t know how I let that happen.
“I will call your father and you’ll listen only. Is that clear?”
Although she nods, she doesn’t speak until I move my finger away. “Yes, Carter.”
It occurs to me how little she obeys unless she has hope. I instantly regret telling her I would call her prick of a father.
I need to give her hope in something else. Because when this war is over, her father will be dead, and she’ll have to find forgiveness or be miserable and hate me forever.





CHAPTER 107
Aria

I don’t know how I slept at all.
I keep wondering if he’s really going to do it. If Carter is going to call my father and if he does, what would he say? I almost ask Carter if I can call Nikolai, just to tell him I'm safe but I don't know how Carter would react, and I don't want to push him when he's given me this hope.
If my father knew Carter gave me Stephan to kill, literally forced to stay put with a knife placed in my hand, wouldn’t that offer some sort of truce between them?
My hands are shaking so much from the anticipation and anxiety of what they’ll say that the picture in front of me is blank, not from lack of inspiration, but from the inability to create even a simple line.
An hour has passed with me sitting on the floor of Carter’s office, listening to the tapping of keys and the steady tick-tock of the clock. All the while, I can’t focus on anything. Not a damn thing except for when Carter’s going to call him like he said he would.
Glancing up at Carter, I catch his gaze and I know the look in my eyes is pleading and expectant.
“You need more.” Carter’s voice is deep and low, and it booms through the office. Or, maybe it’s just that I’m on high alert and everything is thrumming to life as I wait for what’s to come.
My throat tightens, feeling the dejection once again for the one thing that could change everything, but I stand on shaking legs and go to him.
It doesn’t escape me that he has me under control again. That my only desire is to obey him, so he’ll give me what he claimed he would. He may have given me false hope.
My heart flickers like a candle so close to its flame going out. He wouldn’t do that to me. I refuse to believe it. I know he feels something for me. He must. I can feel it in the very marrow of my bones.
Carter pushes the phone farther away from him, an old desk phone, and I stare at it as I hear him push the laptop and stacks of papers out of the way.
It’s right there. Just call him.
Pat, pat, he pats the top of the desk and I take the hint, lying on my belly, knowing he’s going to lift the dark red chiffon dress up my thighs and bare my backside to him.
My cheek presses against the hard desk and I can feel my heart hammer against it. Gripping on to the edge of the desk, I wait for the cool gel to hit my sore ass. There aren’t any bruises this time, but somehow it hurts more. This morning I nearly cried waking up to the pain until Carter used the ointment.
Sucking in a deep breath, my eyes close and I feel Carter rub the soothing balm into my hot skin. It’s tender still, but even more so, it makes me crave more of his touch.
A soft hum of gratitude and want leaves my lips, and it’s met with a rough chuckle from Carter. Opening my eyes, I glance up at him, although I have to push the lock of hair out of my face.
My heart does that flickering again.
“It looks much better than how it was last night and this morning.”
“It feels better now too,” I tell him easily, watching his expression as he pays close attention to where he’s rubbing the balm.
“You didn’t tell me the entire truth last night,” Carter says before opening a drawer and then closing it. My heart thumps once, thinking of what I left out but having nothing come to mind.
I don’t know if he just put the gel back or if he’s taken something else out.
Before I can answer, Carter tells me, “You forgot to mention your birthday.”
He finally meets my gaze and there’s a softness there that I hardly ever see from him, but it’s the side I pine for most.
“I didn’t think it was important,” I try to speak, but my words are whispered. Of every reason I’m breaking apart, that fact is meaningless and even speaking it as if it could contribute to this pain is disrespectful to the tragedies that surround us.
He’s gentle as he repositions me on the desk but doesn’t pull my dress back down. It’s bunched at my hips and that’s what I’m thinking about when I hear the first cuff open and look up at the feel of metal grazing the skin on my wrists.
“Your other hand,” Carter commands and I give it to him although I’m riddled with a slight fear.
“Carter?” His name comes out as a question as he handcuffs me to two metal loops on the side of his desk. Again, he repositions me, sliding my body down so I’m stretched on my belly across his desk.
“I don’t have a gift for you at the moment,” he says absently as he steps away from me, leaving the cool air to hit my ass which is still very much exposed to him. “But I’ll have to find something nice for you.”
The flicker instantly morphs into a thrumming with a slight fear of the unknown.
I try to turn around and look at him as he fiddles with something on the shelf. I don’t see what he has but whatever it is, he has it in his hand.
“Carter, I’m sorry.” My first instinct is to beg my way out of another punishment. My ass is still so sore. But even as the adrenaline spikes through me, I can’t imagine he’d do it. That he’d punish me for not telling him it was my birthday. “Please,” I whimper.
“Hush,” he says, and his voice is calming as he lays a hand down on my lower back. His touch is an instant salve to my nerves. The rough pads of his thumbs rub soothing circles and that alone calms me. “This is for pleasure, songbird.”
A slick oil drizzling between my ass crack makes me jump, but I’m held down by his hand and the cuffs. Again, he chuckles, deep and low at me, ever amused but I love it.
I love that sound.
“I need to spread you, and then you need to push back,” he commands, and I force myself to swallow, feeling the pressure of a cool metal object press against my forbidden hole. I’m instantly hot and tense. The nerve endings come alive and the heat spreads like wildfire through my body and along my skin.
The thrumming intensifies, my heart slamming and lust consuming the ounce of fear that lingers.
A shudder of pleasure and a hint of stinging pain make me clench everything, but the second the tension is gone, Carter pushes the plug deeper inside of me. Oh. My. God.
I can barely breathe as the new sensation takes over. My nipples pebble and rub against the desk as I squirm beneath his ministrations. He fucks me with the butt plug, pushing it in and out, over and over.
“Carter,” I moan and then whimper, feeling close to cumming so soon. I feel so full. So hot. The little hairs on the back of my neck rise as my head thrashes.
“Your cunt is clenching around nothing,” Carter observes, and his deep voice forces my eyes open. Just as I feel the need to raise my ass higher, Carter pushes the plug in deeper and stops everything, leaving me feeling full and hot and on the edge of desire.
“Arch your back,” Carter demands as he presses his fingers against my inner thigh, spreading my legs for him even though they tremble with the threat of an orgasm so close.
I swear I can feel it in my pussy. The arousal is there even though I’m so aware that nothing’s inside of me… not there.
The metal of the cuffs digs into my skin, my ass is in the air, and each wrist bound to the desk. A soft moan escapes and the heated blushes rise up my face to my crown as Carter brushes his fingers across my clit and then up and down my pussy. “Should I tell your father the truth?” he asks me.
“Should I tell him I wanted you so badly that I was willing to start a war to keep you?”
While his words force a moan from me, they push my emotions over the edge.
It wasn’t me he wanted.
The little voice in the back of my head reminds me, and I have to close my eyes tightly, pushing away the immediate sadness and dejection.
I feel tense and on edge in more ways than one. The swell of both emotion and lust beg me to tell him, but Carter’s silent and his touch absent. I force my eyes open to see him watching me. His dark eyes staring deep into mine, searching for something.
I know I should tell him, but if he knew the girl who banged on the door calling out that she was in need wasn’t me, would he want me still? I can’t bear for that answer to be no.
“Do I need to gag you?” Carter asks. My heart hammers and my pulse quickens.
“For what?” I ask in return, but then immediately assure him, “I can be quiet,” for whatever he’s thinking. I’ll do anything he asks.
“It’s time to call your father,” he tells me, and a mask slips over his face. An expression of indifference that makes the angular lines of his jaw look that much sharper. I can see the moment he changes into the Carter I first knew and hated. It happens right before my eyes; I see the darkness take over.
“You can stay on edge for it.” His voice is a hum of both desire and amusement. “Think about how good it’s going to feel when I fuck you and finally let you cum.”





CHAPTER 108
Carter

A ll I can think about as the phone rings, is how much control I’m going to need not to fuck Aria senseless until she’s screaming my name while her father is on the line.
I press the numbers slowly, one at a time, remembering the look of absolute agony on her face when I mentioned starting a war for her. I didn’t mean for it to break her.
It’s only the truth.
Putting the phone on speaker, the tension boils inside of me as the phone rings and Aria struggles on the desk.
Ring.
I trail my finger down her backside all the way to her knee, and she whimpers. “Hush,” I tell her, watching goosebumps form along her smooth skin.
Ring.
“You don’t want your father to hear you,” I say and don’t bother to whisper. The sound of her breathing hitching begs me to look into her eyes. They’re pleading with me, and I swear I’ll try to give her something from this call.
Something that will help her.
I’ll show her what kind of a man her father is.
Ring.
The third ring is only partial, followed by a low click and a pause before I hear the voice of my enemy. “Cross,” he answers the phone.
Anger erupts up my throat at the sound of his voice. I can only concentrate on Aria’s tempting body sprawled on my desk to calm me. Oh, and she does. Letting my fingers delight in her soft touch, I drag them up her wet lips and slowly push against the plug in her ass.
The suppressed moan tugs a sick smile onto my face as I answer, “Talvery.”
Continuing to fuck her ass with the plug and reveling in the faint sounds of the metal clinking as Aria tries her damnedest to both hold still and quiet the sounds of pleasure gathering inside of her and threatening to go off at any moment, I speak clearly, “I thought you may want to have a conversation?”
There’s silence on the other end as Aria’s lips form a perfect O and her lower back and thighs tremble. She’s so fucking close. Slipping a finger inside of her cunt, I use enough pressure to get her off.
“Maybe about my arrangements with your daughter?”
Her leg raises and slams down on the desk, twice. Two loud slams that jostle the phone as her face scrunches and she bites into her lip.
That’s once.
“You son of a bitch,” Talvery sneers at me, oblivious to what I’ve just done to his daughter.
Aria’s eyes pop open, although her face is still flushed and she’s struggling to breathe quietly.
“Don’t you know you should have more respect for women than that?” I tell Talvery and drag my fingers back down to Aria’s clit. The shiver that runs through her makes it all the more thrilling.
“How did you get her?” Talvery’s question makes me pause, taking my fingers away from her to consider his question. His first question. Not whether or not she’s well or safe, but how did I get her.
Two options exist. He knows of the informant and wants it verified, or he truly has no idea.
“She was a gift,” I explain to him evenly, my eyes narrowing on the phone and waiting for his response to give me more insight.
The sound of Aria’s sharp inhale reminds me of my songbird, and that she’s listening. Leaning forward, I plant a kiss on her thigh, one meant to soothe whatever pained thoughts are running through her head.
“From Romano?” he asks me, breathing heavier into the phone. “Is that what you expect me to believe?” he sneers, and Aria raises her head on the desk, ready to object and speak up, but I silence her, gripping her chin and shaking my head once. I know my expression is hard as fucking stone, which is what makes her flinch, but she cannot be allowed to speak to him.
I won’t let her be any more involved in this war than she already is.
“You can believe what you want. You asked a question. I answered.”
She’s tense on the desk and she’s facing away from me, trying to look at the phone, as if there’s anything there to see.
She scissors her legs, to turn her body so she can see the phone, and again my lips tug into a smile when she moans softly.
He can’t hear her as he tells me, “I’ve been informed.”
I don’t give him much thought. I know what he’s been told, and he can go fuck himself with that misinformation, while I fuck his daughter.
I move back to her ass, teasing her and fucking her with the plug. Her nails scratch against the table as she tries to fight the desire to moan out loud.
I hit mute for just a moment, ready to hear that sweet sound I love. Her father continues although he can’t hear us in return.
“What’d you do to her?”
I whisper to Aria, grabbing her ass with my other hand and forcing that beautiful sound to spill from her lips. The mix of intense pleasure and sting of pain too much for her to control. “Look at me while I fuck your ass, Aria.” Her eyes widen with fear and I smirk as I explain, “He can’t hear you, but I’m unmuting now, so be quiet, songbird.”
Those beautiful lips part with both a sigh of relief and then a quiet whimper of pleasure as I go back to teasing her pretty little cunt. Her eyes nearly close, but she whips them open, obeying my last command to look at me.
“I’ll kill you if you touched her.” Talvery issues a false threat as I unmute the conversation.
“How could I not touch her?” I ask him.
I hear a small whimper of protest from Aria and feel like a prick that I’m goading her father in front of her.
With apprehension coiling in the pit of my stomach, I speak. “I’ve given her everything she needs. She’s having hard days.” Although her father is listening, these words are just for her as I add, “She seems to be fitting in well, and at times she even seems happy.”
Her hazel eyes soften and nearly gloss over, her eyes never faltering from my gaze.
“What do you want, Cross?” Talvery’s harsh and bitter voice forces my jaw to clench.
I think about telling him how she told me she loves me. But repeating those words to him and using them like that would be a travesty.
She’s calmer, wide-eyed and waiting with bated breath for my answer.
“Just to talk. I have someone here who wanted to hear your voice.”
I push my fingers into her tight cunt and my thumb presses against the butt plug. The clinking of the handcuffs is loud enough for Talvery to hear and knowing that, a conceited grin stretches across my face.
“Let me speak to her,” he says but his demand is pathetic. I’d never do anything because he ordered it. I’d go through hell just to spite him.
“She’s a little tied up at the moment,” I tell him, feeling the arrogance surge inside of me, but wanting to contain it enough to keep it from hurting my Aria. I circle her clit ruthlessly, knowing she gets off so easily with this touch. I’d rather she be in such blinding pleasure that she can’t hear or even comprehend the conversation.
“I’ll fucking kill you,” he says, and he doesn’t hide the anger in his voice.
“You keep trying to do that,” I retort and the anger seeps into my voice with every passing moment. And although concern is clearly written on Aria’s expression, her thighs tremble with the upcoming release and her teeth sink into her bottom lip so hard she’ll be tasting blood if she bites any harder.
I mute the conversation again for only a second to command her, “Cum for me, Aria.” And then finger fuck her harder.
Her back bows and a soft, strangled cry slips by her lips just as I tell Talvery, “I promise I’m being good to her. I know how to treat a woman.”
At my words, she cums, hard and violently. Her entire body showing the tremors of pleasure that race through her.
“Did Romano tell you what she did?” I ask Talvery, more to remind myself. This strong woman is mine. I’m fucking proud to have her as mine.
“Stephan?” Talvery asks as Aria’s eyes meet mine and I whisper harshly in response, irritated by his interruption, “Yes.”
Breathing heavily, Aria tries to look up; she tries to will the phone to give her more of a response from her father.
But nothing comes.
There’s nothing but silence on the other line.
And I hate him for it. Truly hate him for the tears he brings to her eyes.
“You didn’t come for her.” I have to swallow the spiked ball growing in my throat. “How long have you known?”
When he doesn’t reply, the edge of hate comes on thicker and I say, “I know Romano spilling a little secret wasn’t what tipped you off.”
Her face crumples and I lean forward, kissing every inch of the curve of her waist.
“Give her a message for me,” Talvery says, but I ignore him in preference for the sweet sounds of gratitude I can barely hear from Aria.
“I couldn’t tell her before this, but I’m telling her right now.”
“I’m listening,” I tell him, only to mute the phone again as I kiss Aria’s reddened skin on her ass and gently move the butt plug in and out once again. She’s so close already.
“Tell her I said, ‘Stay quiet while I’m gone and stay in her room.’”
Unmuting the phone, I answer him quickly, “I’ll be sure to let her know,” and then hang up the phone, done with him and this conversation. And ready to hear her scream my name.
Moving her legs off the desk and fueled by her gasp and the sounds of her nails scratching along the desk, I unleash my cock and shove myself all the way in her to the hilt.
“Fuck, yes,” I groan as my limbs tingle. “Fuck, I need you,” I whisper along her back as I lower my lips to kiss along her skin. I stay still inside of her, letting her adjust and waiting to make sure she feels nothing but pleasure.
“You have no idea how much I want him to know you scream my name every night.”
“Is he—” Aria asks before throwing her head back with a strangled cry of pleasure as I slam inside of her again.
Still, she turns to look at the phone, with her face scrunched and struggling to stay quiet, and I know she’s wondering if he can hear.
Even as my cock is inside of her heat, she worries.
I won’t fucking allow it.
I bang the phone down over and over, so she can hear. One hand on the phone, the other with a bruising grip on her hip. I fuck her in time with the violent banging until she can register the dead tone.
Shoving the phone off the desk, I tell her, “He doesn’t matter. Nothing else matters.” My words come out with a hard grunt as her pussy spasms around my thick length. “There’s only us,” I push the words out, pistoning my hips and feeling my balls draw up once again.
As I pound into her, I ask her, “How does it feel to have your ass and pussy filled at the same time?”
“Carter,” she whimpers my name as she cums again. And then again. As I ride through her pleasure, each one harder and stronger than the last, I beg my body not to give in.
I want to stay in this moment forever. Her chained to my desk, feeling nothing but the heat of my desire and the thrill of me fucking her until her legs are weak and shaking.
But I have to. And on the third time her cunt grips my dick with her orgasm, I thrust myself as deep inside of her as I can, and cum harder than I ever have in my life.
I’m breathless when I pull the plug from her, giving her yet another wave of pleasure. I’m panting when I uncuff her and pull her into my lap to feel her heated skin tremble against mine.
The sound of our mingled breathing doesn’t last long. Aria’s hair tickles along my shoulder as she pulls away from me, reaching for the phone.
Her shoulders shake with her ragged breath and her eyes look lost in the distance.
“It’s fine,” I tell her, the swell of rage and worse, disappointment, brewing inside of me.
“Can I call him back?” Her question is immediate and laced with a mix of fear and worry. “Just me, please?” she begs me in a broken whisper.
Watching her swallow, I gauge her desperation that seemingly came from nowhere.
“I don’t trust your father,” I tell her honestly.
“You can trust me,” she suggests weakly, the pleading tone still present.
I give her silence as I search her gaze and the desperation transforms to anger when she adds, “You didn’t have to taunt him like that,” but her voice cracks.
She’s worried. Something’s wrong
“Please let me call him back,” she begs again. “I promise it’s okay. I just want to tell him I’m all right.” She worries her bottom lip between her teeth as she looks me in the eyes, both of her hands gripping on to me.
“No, what’s wrong?” She won’t look me in the eye at my response, so I grab her chin, forcing her eyes up and searching for the truth inside of them.

“WHY DOES it have to be like this?” Her words crack, and tears leak from the corners of her eyes.
“What the hell happened?” My eyes narrow as I watch her lose it. Losing every ounce of composure. “What’s wrong?”
“I love you,” she answers with pain. “I’m sorry,” she whimpers, wiping her eyes and trying to get away from me and out of my hold.
“I would never hurt you,” I tell her as my heart races, knowing I can’t give her the same words back. “You know that?” Going over everything that happened, all I can think is that it’s the way I spoke about how she came to me. The way we started and the arrogance I showed. “The way I was talking-”
She stops me, pressing her fingers to my lips, “I would never hurt you either.”
My phone going off distracts me; the message is from Jase. You need to see this, now.
Pressing a kiss to her soft lips, I try to end her worries. She attempts to deepen it, but I pull away, pressing my forehead to hers and wishing I didn’t have to leave her right now.
I whisper against her lips, “Wait for me in the bedroom.” I open my eyes to see the longing in hers and a well of emotion that knows no depths.
She only nods, loosening her grip as I set her down on the ground and stand up with her.
“I have something to take care of and then I’ll come to you,” I tell her, but her expression is absent of accepting a thing I’m telling her. One day she’ll understand that I’ll take care of everything so long as she trusts me to.
But she goes just the same and I watch her walk away from me as I stand outside the office door, wondering if she holds the same opinion of her father now that she did hours ago.
She glances behind her one last time, giving me a sad smile before disappearing around the corner to the stairwell.

I DON’T MAKE it down the hall before Jase is up the stairs, full steam in his gait until he lifts his head and sees me.
“We need to talk.” Jase’s voice carries down the hall with an edge of urgency. “Now.”
“What’s going on?” I ask him, feeling my forehead crease and the adrenaline pumping harder.
“There’s been a breach. Looks like we’re going to have company.” His eyes reflect the welcome of a challenge and my lips curl up in agreement.
“Talvery?” I ask him, wondering if her father was already in motion before the call, or if he stupidly acted off impulse.
Jase nods, but worry lines his expression. “There are only six.”
“Six men?” I question. “Talvery isn’t that fucking stupid.”
“One’s an informant and probably how they got past the first gate. Two are her blood.”
“You think someone helped him?” I question Jase, thinking the informant was aided by someone he’s spoken to, but he shakes his head quickly.
“We were alerted the second they were spotted. Where’s Aria?” Jase questions and I’m quick to answer, “She’s safe in my bedroom. She won’t leave.”
My throat dries and tightens, thinking about them stealing her, but worry and fear will only bring my downfall.
“There’s no way he thought he could succeed in doing anything but sending his own men to be killed with only six.”
“There’s definitely something off,” he adds and pulls up the feed on his phone. Six men along the inner tower, fully armored. I watch with him as he asks me, “We could question them?”
My chest tightens as I recognize the face of one man. “Nikolai.”
He dared to come here. To try to take what’s mine? Anger fills my blood and a seething mix of jealousy and vengeance turns my vision red.
“I was thinking we eliminate the three that don’t matter but bring the cousins and Nikolai in for questioning.” His statement is spoken in a low voice as he looks behind us, back to where Aria waits for me.
I lick my lips, knowing that Talvery is fully aware all six would die in an attempt to infiltrate and kill us, to rescue Aria.
“Nikolai is foolish and desperate. If he came because he knew she was here, I could see him only being followed by a few men.”
“They’re all high ranking,” I say quickly, knowing each one of them. Recognizing a few who have killed on my streets.
“There’s no way they came without Talvery knowing.”
“Did they come to kill? Or to take her?” I ask Jase but had I waited for a second longer, I wouldn’t have had to ask at all. I watch as one of them drops a grenade on the edge of the garage, followed by another a few feet farther down. They came to kill.
“They left explosives lining the gate. A scan shows they have enough on the bags strapped to their backs for the entire estate if they could get through it.” My lips twitch with menace. “The same as before?” I ask Jase, remembering the site of the ash and rubble my former home was made to be. “You think it’s the same men?”
Jase and I share a look, but he doesn’t answer me verbally.
A call to Jase’s phone replaces the surveillance on his phone. The moment he answers, my own phone rings to life in my pocket.
“It’s Aria,” Jase tells me before I answer my phone. He doesn’t hide the nervousness as he tells me, “She’s not staying in the bedroom.”
“Where is she going?” I ask him, but then realize it doesn’t matter. If she sees, she’ll have to choose.
“Let her be, let her come if she chooses.” My heart races as Jase tells them my orders and my phone dies in my hand. She’ll see what they’re capable of and what I need to stop, what I need to protect.
Let her see, let her choose.
“Have them kill the three, now.” My voice is hard although inside tremors of rage grow. The three bodies will drop the second the command is given, leaving the other three scrambling but trapped on our estate. “Bring the other three to me.”





CHAPTER 109
Aria

If only Carter would let me call my father or go to him. My skin pricks with goosebumps that won’t leave and the constant chill I feel is at odds with the heat boiling my blood.
I can convince my father that there’s another way.
I heard what he said. The message for me. He was speaking in code. He’s coming. In only hours, my father is coming for me.
Stay quiet while I’m gone and stay in your room.
My father would tell me that before leaving for the night when we were on lockdown, but only when he would be gone for a few hours. If it was any longer than that, he’d have me go to the safe house.
There’s no way those words were a coincidence. I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t coming for me. He wouldn’t have said those words if something wasn’t happening by tonight.
My heart hasn’t stopped racing. My throat is tight with guilt and fear. It can’t happen like this. I don’t know exactly what he’s planning, but those are words said in times of war. Something bad is going to happen. I know it. I can feel it in the pit of my stomach. It’s going to change everything.
I can do something. But I need time that I don’t have.
Pacing up and down the corridor to Carter’s wing in the estate, I try to formulate an excuse for my father or a reason that would justify Carter not reacting to my father’s threats. I can’t go into the bedroom and just wait. I refuse to simply stand by.
The conversation that was just had on the phone repeats itself over and over again in my head and I start to debate if I heard my father right.
Tension squeezes my chest so tightly I can’t breathe.
After days, my father decides to come. After weeks of me being missing, he’s finally coming for me. And there’s nothing I can do to stop him.
My hands are shaking horribly, and it does nothing but piss me off. Forming a fist, I slam it into the wall. How could he do this to me?
Both of them.
Carter’s not innocent. He knew that conversation would piss my father off. He was goading him, practically laughing in my father’s face.
And I took pleasure in it.
Every bit of that pleasure I wanted. There’s something sick and twisted about how I craved Carter pushing me to the edge while my father spat hate at him.
Carter has proven there’s a side to me that desires depravity and a sense of justice that’s sinful and warped.
I should have known better. We were playing with fire but after weeks of being with Carter, of being his, of growing to love him made me feel invincible beside him.
I’ve always been foolish like that.
Brushing the hair away from my face, I rid myself of the regret and focus on the now and the present.
I have to tell Carter, but I don’t know how I can save my father if I do. And I know it won’t be my father coming. He won’t storm Carter’s castle. It’ll be hired men, or worse, Nikolai. Telling Carter will only ensure that his guns will be ready and whoever is coming will be killed before they even come close.
“Fuck.” The word slips from my lips in a strangled breath.
I was so full of hope, so eager to have this call happen, and instead, my worst nightmare has come to life. I’ve brought the war to me and to Carter’s doorstep.
A moment of clarity comes over me, and my eyes whip open.
I start moving before the thought is even clear.
He’s not in the office. Carter is not in the office where the phone is. And I don’t remember him locking the door.
I’m well aware that Carter has cameras everywhere, and that’s why I walk as if nothing’s wrong. My shoulders are square, and I try to keep my expression impassive even though tears prick at my eyes and my chest hiccups with the need to break down.
These men will kill me before they get a chance to kill each other.
The doorknob rattles under my grip, but it turns, and the door pushes open easily. I don’t waste any time, knowing Carter will come if he sees me, and I fall to my knees, gathering the phone still carelessly tossed on the floor from earlier.
My finger shakes as I press the buttons, but I do it. I grip the phone with both hands as I hold it to my ear and watch the door. If he doesn’t know already, he’ll know soon enough.
Ring, ring.
Every pause of the ring grips my heart harder.
My throat feels as if it’s closed up, clogged by something unseen when the call goes dead. Not unanswered, but dead.
Clank! I slam the phone down over and over again, just as Carter did before, feeling the heat of anxiety roll over my skin. My teeth are clenched as I slam it down again before bracing myself over the desk.
Deep breaths. I need to stay calm and find a way.
Not another second passes. Not another tense breath heaves from me before I pick up the phone and hit redial again.
To no avail.
Tick-tock, tick-tock, the clock on Carter’s office wall taunts me. Showing nearly fifty minutes have passed since Carter left me.
The only other number I know by heart is Nikolai’s. I don’t know if he would listen. Or if my father would listen to Nikolai. I don’t know anything for certain, but still, I dial in his number.
One number at a time.
And he doesn’t answer.
The phone goes to voicemail, but the inbox is full. A ball of barbed wire seems to unwind in my throat as hopelessness steals the breath from me. With every breath, I swallow more of it and it pains my chest. My fingers dig into my shirt right over my heart, gripping and trying to pull the spiked pain away. But it only grows.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
I try my father’s number again, putting it on speaker this time, giving up any pretense I had before. If Carter walks in, I’ll tell him everything. There’s not any other light of hope left in the dark clouds that settle around me.
With the sound of the dead tone coming from the phone, I set the phone down, politely resting it in its cradle, and collapse into Carter’s seat.
I try Carter’s computer. It’s password protected.
I type in Tyler. Rejected.
Cross. Rejected. I would try birthdays and old exes if I knew any. But I don’t have a damn thing to work with.
My mind wars with itself, the stakes growing higher and higher as the seconds pass. Pulling open his drawer and flipping through files I try to find anything that could hint at his password, but I come up with nothing.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
The clock plays tricks on me. An hour and a half has passed.
My pulse is so fast; I can’t hear anything else. I feel dizzy and lightheaded as I stand up and I have to brace myself to keep from falling over. The desk feels so cold and hard and the edges of it sharper than they did before.
I squeeze them so tightly that I think I may have cut myself but when I look down, there’s been no blood shed.
“I have to tell him,” I whisper to no one.
I can’t balance myself as I walk. I have to rest my head against the wall for only a moment to catch my breath and think of the right words to say, the only words to say.
My father is coming. Men are coming to kill you.
I fight back the rush of oncoming tears and force myself to move. Or maybe only to rescue me.
I shut the door behind me and take in a shuddering breath.
I walk down the hall toward the stairwell, feeling cold and numb.
Deep breaths, one foot in front of the other. That’s how I’ll end my father’s life and all those who stand with him. My cousins, my uncles. Nikolai.
God help me, please.
I pray as I grip the railing tightly and take each step carefully as my knees feel weaker.
Show me what to do. Please.
I’m halfway down the second set of stairs, toward the back half of the estate I never venture to, when I hear a gun cock. I freeze.
The sounds of a slap and a grunt mix with a cry of agony. My knees nearly buckle. They’re here.
I’m too late. No, please no.
“Fuck you.” I hear a voice I think belongs to one of my cousins and another hard smack as my knuckles go white from gripping the railing.
I can’t breathe as my bare feet pad on the cold floor and I sneak closer to where the voices are coming from. My heart is beating so loud, I think they’ll hear me.
How could I have let this happen?
How could Carter? The thought goes unfinished, but either way, my heart breaks.
“We’ll take it from here,” I hear Carter’s voice as I see the backs of two men leaving, walking out from an open doorway, and heading to the rear exit. Both dressed in black and carrying guns. Not handguns or pistols, but automatic weapons. I nearly fall backward on my ass trying to take cover in the closest doorway, so I go unseen.
The sound of metal scraping against the floor can only be guns being kicked away.
Guns and questioning. It’s an interrogation. My heart races and I struggle with what I can do to stop this.
“Where is she?”
Nikolai. I grip the wall, just around the corner from the front room where the voices carry from. The mix of adrenaline, fear, and betrayal riding through my veins in waves and overwhelming my ability to even think.
“I’ll ask again, nicely. What were your direct orders?” Jase’s voice is cold. Colder and harsher than I ever could have imagined. “Or did you not have any?”
I can barely breathe and when I do, it sounds so loud. My heart’s beating out of my chest when I peek around the corner, getting low to the ground and praying no one will see me.
“Did your boss really send you to your death on a whim? Six men against an army?”
I cover my mouth with both of my hands and nearly fall forward at the sight in front of me as I round the corner, the rushing of my blood drowns out the voices of the interrogation, but the sound of a gun smacking against skin and crashing into bone rings clearly.
With my eyes shut tightly and a sickness stirring in my stomach, I force my eyes open. I force myself to see everything.
Nikolai makes up one of the three. The other two are my cousins, Brett and Henry. They’re brothers and years older than me. We’ve shared every holiday. I was a bridesmaid in Brett’s wedding. Every event we’ve been to together for years flashes before my eyes as I see Brett spit blood onto the floor. The left side of his face is already bruised and the black chestplate of his armor is covered in blood.
My heart squeezes. I don’t want to see this. I can’t. I can’t watch, but I have to do something.
“We’re not telling you shit,” Brett sneers and Henry struggles next to him. With their wrists bound behind their backs, Henry sways. His right eye is swollen and that’s all I can see, but he’s not well.
What did they do to you? My heart bleeds at the question.
Jase and Declan have guns pointed at the back of their heads, with all three of them kneeling in a row in front of them.
“You want to join your friends sooner, rather than later?” Jase questions them.
I’ve never felt so betrayed. So sickened. Bile rises in my throat as my gaze drifts across the three men I’ve known all my life so close to their lives being over if only a trigger is pulled.
“Fuck you,” Nikolai grunts out, pulling my focus to him. Although he stares at Carter with nothing but hate, his eyes show his pain. And it’s my undoing.
The war has never felt so alive as it does now.
That’s when I see a light shine, directing my eyes to what matters.
Carter’s gun is tucked in the back of his pants. It’s staring right at me, the light from the room reflecting on it. And the guns on the floor behind him. Three guns and one I recognize as Nikolai’s.
He took their guns, he kicked them away from my family. And now they kneel in front of Jase and Declan, waiting for execution. The sound of a gun being cocked pushes me forward and leaves me no choice.
My hands shake as I crawl toward the guns. One scratches across the floor as I try to pick it up and I know at that point they see me. So, I do the only thing I can.
I point the gun at the enemy who doesn’t have a gun.
I stand on weak legs and grip the gun as tightly as I can. Aiming it at the back of Carter’s head. Knowing I’ve made a choice and hating myself for it but fueled by the need to protect my only friend and family.
“Carter,” I call out his name and feel the eyes of everyone else in the room on me as Carter turns slowly around to face me.
His eyes flash as he lets out a breath, but he doesn’t retreat, he doesn’t even seem to take me seriously. He looks at me the way you’d look at a child playing dress-up. Non-threatening and as if they’re simply being cute. It cuts me in a way I didn’t think was possible.
He really cares so little for me. He’s really going to kill them all and expects me to fall in line, obeying and submitting to his every whim.
As he steps toward me and I pull the trigger back even though my hands tremble, his expression morphs, and the damage I’ve done is so clear to me in this moment. His firm expression of disapproval and irritation changes to one I’ve never seen. A mask of hardness and sharpness that makes his chiseled features look even more dominating and villainous.
I can hear him breathe as he stops in his tracks. Everything about him is terrifying, save the look in his eyes. Those dark eyes with bright specks of silver still shine with something else. Hope, maybe? But it vanishes when I call out to him, feeling the tightness in my throat and chest squeezing the courage from me. “Let them go,” I force the words out and they come out strong. I don’t know how because at the moment I feel nothing but weak.
I feel like I failed the boy still hurting inside of Carter. I’ve lost the trust. I can see it as Carter’s eyes glaze over and the darkness overwhelms them. I’ve never hurt so much in my life as I do now, but what else was there for me to do? I’m in a hopeless situation and there’s no possible way for me to win.
My palms are so hot and tingling with the rush of adrenaline and mix of fear that controls my every move, and I nearly drop the gun but somehow, I hold it steady and keep it pointed on Carter.
“The girl we’ve all been waiting for,” Carter says without a change in his expression. No arrogant smile. Nothing but a menacing look of hatred and disgust.
His head tilts and he says a word low and deep in his throat that sends a sickening chill down my spine. “Talvery.”





BREATHLESS
Book 3

Her lips tasted like Cabernet and her touch was like fire.
I was blinded by what she did to me. I so easily fell for something I thought I’d never have.

I was weak for her and should have known better. I should have known she could never love a man like me.

She brought out a side of me that I wish had stayed dead.

I won’t make the same mistake twice.
I don’t care how much she begs me.
I don’t care that I crave her more than anything else...

This is book 3 in the Merciless series. It picks up right where book 2, Heartless, left off. They must be read in order.





CHAPTER 110
Carter

It’s been a long time since someone has dared try to kill me in my own home.
Even longer since someone has pointed a gun at me and lived to tell the tale.
I can barely hear a damn thing due to the ringing in my ears. I’ve waited for this moment, but this isn’t how I thought it would go.
She loves me, I remind myself. She fucking loves me. I know she does.
Aria’s face is flushed, and her hand trembles as she fights to hold the gun steady.
I take one step toward her and she cocks it. The click fills the room. Whatever remaining semblance of a heart I had shatters in my chest, the small shards shooting waves of pain through my body.
The sick grin on my face wanes even as I struggle to hold it in place, focusing on those gorgeous hazel eyes. Eyes that drew me to her, that begged me for mercy, that made me feel more than I’ve felt in years.
Eyes that fooled me.
“Drop your guns,” Aria demands, her voice shaky but clear and loud regardless. It’s fucking insane that in this moment she strikes me as utterly gorgeous. In her strength, she’s at her most beautiful.
“Drop them!” she calls out more strongly and the gun wavers. It’s obvious she’s never held one before, or at the very least, never fired one.
Yet, she’s pointing it at me. It could go off accidentally, killing me. Would she regret it? I question and feel a strong tug in my chest. A well of emotion threatens to break my composure. Every inch of skin is numb as I stare at the barrel, feeling everything crumble around me.
In front of the enemy.
In front of my brothers.
In front of her.
“Carter?” I hear Jase without seeing him, asking if they’re to listen to her or not.
Two of my brothers, Jase and Declan, are behind me with guns pointed at three men kneeling on the floor. Two of them are her cousins, and the third man is her former lover and friend. The name she prayed to while in the cell, the one name I’m tired of hearing her speak, belongs to him.
All three are men who wanted to kill us only moments ago. Men that Aria is protecting, and willing to kill me to save.
Those fucking shards dig deeper into whatever wound they’ve gouged in my chest.
Swallowing the knot in my throat along with the distress I’m feeling, I answer Jase although I don’t take my gaze from Aria. “Drop them.” Instantly, relief shows on Aria’s face, and she even relaxes her grip on the gun until I add, “But don’t let those fuckers have them. No one holds a gun,” I swallow thickly and add, forcing a smirk to my face, “but Aria.”
The control is still in my demand. They’ll listen to me, everyone who’s worth a damn in this room will… but as time passes, I can feel it slipping away. I can only imagine what her family thinks, but it’s what my brothers are seeing that fucking shreds me. They know I love her.
And now they’re watching her betray all of us.
“Let them go,” Aria commands in a weaker tone, one filled with a plea. Visibly swallowing, she finally breaks my gaze to look at them. Her startled, sharp intake of breath at what she sees destroys me. Her mercy and compassion for them are sickening.
They came to kill me. She fucking knows that.
She might kill me yet.
I loved her. I know I loved her, and that was my first mistake.
Anger rises and rings in my blood. My sanity finally comes back to me, hardening me and reminding me of who I am and everything I’ve worked for.
It’s all going to crumble. All because of her.
I would have done anything for her.
“Let’s go.” I hear Nikolai’s voice, low and riddled with pain. The blood is still bright red from the split on his lip and a bruise has already formed on his face. My knuckles turn white as my fist tightens. All I need is one moment to take out every bit of my aggression on him. I want to break his jaw for daring to speak those words to my Aria.
I’ve never felt rage like I do now as he reaches for her like he can take her away from me.
Because he can.
Because she’s willing.
“Go,” she says, and Aria’s voice is strong as she glances at him. Again, the gun is slack in her grip. She doesn’t seem to notice how loose the gun is in her hands. I could take it; I could chance it. But it would risk putting her in danger, and my gaze falls at the thought.
“Now,” one of her cousins hiss, tugging on Nikolai’s arm. The shirt tightens around his neck as the fabric is pulled. Peeking at him from my periphery, I’m disgusted, as is Nikolai, judging by his expression.
“Come with us,” Nikolai urges, raising his voice to command her, but also beg her, and I take my focus from Aria, staring at the man Nikolai is.
He reminds me of the boy I once was.
Foolish and reckless. But he never went through the shit I did. He was bred into this life, he wasn’t thrown into it and forced to fight to survive every fucking day.
Yet he thinks he can take her.
“I’m staying,” Aria says with authority before I can say anything. Her declaration makes Nikolai flinch. A small bit of hope flutters in my chest. My throat tightens, and my chest aches, feeling as if it’s on the verge of ripping wide open. She’s staying.
“We don’t have time for this!” one of her cousins yells out, glancing around the room as if any minute now, I’ll change my mind and kill them all.
He’d be right if it wasn’t for Aria.
She wanted them. She chose them.
“I’m not leaving without you,” Nikolai growls and stalks to Aria, ready to take her. That’s my cue to reach for my gun.
Their reunion has lasted long enough, and I refuse to let him take her. No one will take her from me. No one.
Adrenaline races through my blood, my breathing coming in heavier as my jaw clenches. The gun is hot in my hand. Hotter than it’s ever felt before. It’s pointed at Nikolai; Aria’s is pointed at me.
My voice is deep and rough as I tell the three of them, “You have two minutes to run.”
“Carter,” she says, and Aria’s voice is a desperate plea, but she has no room to bargain and I have no mercy remaining, not even for her. I ignore her, feeling the rage from what she’s done seep into the marrow of my bones as I finish stating, “and then we’ll open fire.”
My brothers move slowly, reaching for their guns as Aria’s expression crumples with pain and she rocks backward toward the wall, with her nervousness evident.
Nikolai’s jaw is tense, his light blue eyes sparking with hate. “Come with me,” he says beneath his breath. “Take her!” he commands his allies.
But they run, leaving him alone and leaving her behind. “She had her chance!” one of the men yells behind him. Their sneakers squeak as their footsteps pound on the freshly polished floor. Cowards. Talvery men are cowards.
“Aria, please,” Nikolai begs her as if it breaks his fucking heart. Fuck him.
“One minute,” I grit between my teeth and he finally looks at me. My grip tightens on the gun. One squeeze of the trigger and I’d be rid of him forever. I’m so close to pulling it, just to end it all. He looks me in the eyes and I wish the look I give him back was enough to kill him.
“Go,” she whimpers, her eyes flickering from my gun to him. “Get out of here!” she screams at him.
“I’ll come back for you,” he tells her as if she’s his long-lost love.
I hope he does come back for her. My nostrils flare and my chest aches as she gasps for breath watching him leave. Come back for her, Nikolai. Come back, so I can break your fucking neck. I bite my tongue, tasting the metallic tang of blood in my mouth.
I will kill him if it’s the last thing I do.
He’s still running away from her. My blunt nails dig into my palms as my fists tighten and the anger and jealousy mix into a deadly concoction. Red bleeds into my vision and it’s all I can do not to pull the trigger as it follows his movements.
“I wanted to tell you,” Aria sobs as the sound of Nikolai running away fades in the hallway. “I didn’t think--”
“Tell me what?” I ask her.
“That they were coming,” she says with a pain in her voice that matches the one swirling in her eyes. She’s breaking apart, barely breathing and I can see the regret, the remorse. But only one thing resonates with me.
“You knew?” I question her and feel a chill rush through my body that sinks all the way to my bones.
She never loved me. She never did. You protect the ones you love. Always. And she didn’t protect me.
I was a fucking fool and she isn’t the woman I thought she is. She’s a fucking liar.
“Are we really letting them go?” Declan’s question slices through the haze of disbelief and treachery.
“You knew?” I ask her again, my temper coming back anew.
“I, I…” she stutters over her words, her gaze darting over my face, fear and pain causing her hazel eyes to glass over with tears. She lowers her gun all the way down, not daring to point it at me anymore and I drop mine as I move closer to her, each heavy step sounding more foreboding than the last.
“Carter?” Declan yells my name, demanding an answer.
With each step closer to her, she takes one in reverse until her shoulders hit the wall.
I holster my gun before ripping hers out of her hands, although she doesn’t put up a fight. “Carter,” Declan calls out again, not caring at all that the woman I loved set me up. She knew they were coming to kill me, to kill all of us, and she did nothing. “Are we letting them go or not?” Declan asks.
With one hand braced on the wall above Aria’s head and the other pinning her hip to it, I look her dead in the eyes, ignoring everything about her gaze that draws me in. She can’t have that anymore. I’m taking that power away.
Feeling the dominance of hatred flow through me and wanting to hurt her as she’s hurt me, I answer Declan in a deep voice that’s barely audible. “Kill them all.”
   
Jase

I’M quick to follow Declan out of the room, even though I know it’s a mistake to leave Carter alone with Aria.
I’ll be fast. I have to do something to stop this.
“Declan.” Raising my voice, I call out to my brother and the sound of his footsteps echoing in the hallway stops instantly. He turns to me, anger and tension still rolling off of his shoulders.
He can barely look me in the eyes.
“Yeah?” His voice is tight as I make my way to him, closing the distance as quickly as I can.
I keep my voice as low as possible and ignore the banging of my heart against my ribcage as I look over my shoulder to make sure no one followed, to make sure no one can hear me defy my brother’s orders.
“Don’t tell them to shoot to kill.” I start to talk before I’ve even fully faced him. My words are mixed with my tense breath from the adrenaline flowing through my blood. “If they shoot, tell them to make sure they miss.”
Declan hears me; I know he does by the shock on his face. The roar of anger coming from the foyer behind me reminds me of how unhinged Carter has become. He’s going to do something stupid. Something he’ll never be able to take back.
“I’m going back to them,” I tell Declan and turn away only to have him grip my arm and pull me back to him. He doesn’t say anything at first, but I can see the question in his eyes, the feel of betrayal from him.
And it shreds me.
“You know he loves her,” I tell him, feeling the ache of sadness rising inside me. It hurt Carter, but it’s more than that. She betrayed us all.
“Not after that,” Declan nearly whispers. Shaking his head slightly with a defeated expression on his face, he continues, “Not after she--”
“It’s not her fault she had to choose,” I push the words through my clenched teeth, knowing in my gut that she’s fighting with what’s right versus where her loyalties should lie. “She never should have known.”
The tension in Declan’s gaze wavers, and he looks behind me before reaching my eyes again.
“She made a choice to stay. Let Talvery know that. She chose to stay. It’ll fucking kill Nikolai and make the crack in their factions that much deeper. Nikolai has to live.”
I know Carter will be pissed at me, but he’ll get over it. He’ll thank me when it’s all said and done. It has to go down like this. I can’t let him ruin everything.
With a tight nod, Declan runs his thumb over his chin but doesn’t say a word.
“Tell the guards to let them go back to Talvery. But make sure they all know she chose to stay. She chose Carter.”





CHAPTER 111
Aria

I’ve always known Carter to be a beast of a man. Barely contained and waiting for an outlet to release his rage. As his chest rises and falls with each heavy intake of breath and his muscles coil, his shoulders get more and more tense. With each ragged second of anxiousness passing between us, I know there’s nothing holding him back.
“You chose them.” His words are calculated, spoken with control although he looks anything but in control. The tension winds tighter and my body grows hotter with every hard thud in my chest.
“No,” I try to tell him although my throat constricts to the point where I think I can’t breathe. I start to shake my head, but he lets out a snarl, flipping the front table over in one swift movement. The carved wood antique crashes into the wall with a loud bang that forces my body to tremble as he screams, “Get out!”
The rough cadence of his voice carries through the room and I back away from him, my shoulders hunching as fear consumes me.
Tears prick my eyes and I try to speak, to tell him I didn’t have a choice. I just did what I thought I needed to. “I’d never have--”
He turns to me, taking three large strides forward, the cords in his neck taut and bulging as his dark eyes pierce into me.
“Shot me?” he questions me with nothing but disbelief and rage burning in his eyes.
The intensity of his stare alone makes me cower.
“Carter,” Jase speaks up from behind us, but Carter doesn’t turn away from me. He stares at me like I’ve betrayed him. As if what I did was the ultimate sin.
Has he forgotten that they’re my family? That I’ve begged him to spare them and yet he was going to execute them? Did he forget that he stole me from them and locked me in a cell for weeks?
He stares down at me as though he hates me.
I feel it. It’s raw and palpable.
At this moment, I feel he truly hates me. And that’s what breaks me.
Because no matter what he did to me, I never hated him. I love him.
Tears flow from me easily as Carter informs Jase in the most unfeeling manner that I’m to be removed from the premises.
My heart hollows and collapses, but my feet move, my body shoves me forward. And Carter follows, blocking me from running down the hall to the bedroom.
“I thought you loved me,” he sneers at me and I cover my mouth with my hand to hold back the agony.
I do love him. I do.
I swear I love this man.
Even if he hurt me and even if I hurt him just now.
I can’t voice a single word as his warm breath covers my face and my body wracks with a sob.
“Carter!” Jase yells, grabbing his shoulder and forcing him to look at anything other than me.
The moment he does, I bolt. I turn to run past Jase. I don’t dare try to run past Carter. He could block me, catch me, and throw me away. He could see to it himself to banish me from his home.
The hideaway room is past the bedroom, so that space isn’t an option either. And given the state Carter’s in, I don’t trust him to keep his word and let me recover from what’s happened, so I can try to explain.
Instead, I run as fast as I can, on shaky legs and with adrenaline coursing through me, in the opposite direction. The muscles in my thighs scream with pain as I take the stairs two at a time. The pounding of my heart and footsteps are overwhelming. I’m hot and sweating and not okay in any sense of the word. I have to make him understand somehow.
He starts chasing me, although at his own slow and teasing pace. The second I hear Carter behind me, I slip. My elbow and hand crash on the hard, wooden stairs as does my knee, sending shooting pains through my body. I could cry, and I hate myself for it. I did this. This is my fault. I look behind me and see Carter start to climb the stairs. A mask of anger and dominance appears set in stone on his handsome features.
The cell.
The thought hits me at that moment. I force myself to get up and run to the cell. I know it’s behind a painting. He wouldn’t be able to get in if I ran to the cell and locked myself in. It’ll take him time to get a key; time I desperately need. He needs to calm down and I need time. Time so I can figure out how to explain things to him in a way he’ll understand.
Running up the stairs and using that momentum to push off the wall at the top, I careen down the hall.
Which one is it? My breathing is unsteady and a cold sweat breaks out along every inch of my skin. My heart won’t stop racing; pounding chaotically. I can barely see straight.
There are six large paintings in the hall and my fingers fumble around the first, trying to heave it to the side, but it’s not the right one. I tremble as my gaze is whipped toward the sound of him coming.
The second painting I push so hard that it falls, nearly toppling over on me. It’s at least five feet long and four feet high. And it’s not the right one either. The frame splits and cracks and I have to high-step over it, scraping my shin as I go, but I don’t care. Where is it? I need to find it, please.
“You can’t run from me.” Carter’s deep voice reverberates through the hall, and glancing behind me, I see his shadow as he climbs the stairs.
Thump, thump, my heart pounds harder and harder. I can barely breathe.
I don’t know which one is the cell. I don’t know.
The box.
The very thought has me sprinting down the hall to the last set of stairs. Up one more floor and on the left. I run as fast as I can, gasping for breath. Just the idea of Carter not giving me a chance to even speak to him, to explain, to ask for forgiveness, is crushing me with every step.
He just needs time. He has to understand. I can make him understand.
Visions of his face when I pointed the gun at him flash through my mind as I run.
Carter, seemingly over the desire to move slowly and let me run from him, picks up his pace as I get to the hall. I can hear his footsteps pound up the stairs, so I run as hard as I can, nearly slamming into the closed door of his office. Tears prick as the hurt and betrayal of what I’ve done set in.
I scrabble with the knob so clumsily in my own chaos that I think it’s locked, but it’s not.
It’s open and a wave of relief runs through me although it’s short-lived. Nothing is okay at this moment. Not a damn thing is all right.
I don’t waste any time; I don’t bother to close the office door either. Sprinting to the box, I rip the top open and practically fall into it, scraping my thighs and back. A scream is ripped from me, but it’s merely instinctual. I don’t care about the pain; I don’t care about anything other than shutting the lid and locking myself in.
I have to reach up to get the top of it lowered and when I do, I see Carter in the doorway. Fear paralyzes me when I see his face, contorted with a look of outrage and red from running. My skin is ice cold as I reach for the lid. My fingertips feel numb as I slam it down.
There’s a snap, I hear it, but I don’t know what it is. It comes with a tug at the back of my neck that’s accompanied by a sharp pinch I try to ignore as my fingers slip along the edge of the lid searching for the lock.
Shrouded in darkness, I struggle to find the lock, hearing Carter’s footsteps getting closer and closer, but my trembling fingers find it and the multiple clicks assure me I’m bolted in.
All I can hear is my staggered breathing for a moment and then another.
With a deafening roar of anger, the box lifts off the ground only an inch, if that. Through my tears still streaking down my hot face, I can see Carter lifting it with all his strength, but it’s meant to outlast such acts and so it does.
Crouched in the box and gripping on to myself, I hold my breath knowing he can’t do a damn thing about it.
It’s only then that I hear the rolling of the beads. It’s only then that I feel the pearls rolling around me. I shriek in terror at first, thinking that something is alive and in the dark place with me. But it’s only my necklace. The beads that have fallen off the broken chain.
  
Tears leak freely at the realization.
My chest hollows as I cover my mouth to keep from crying harder.
The box moves a little more and I close my eyes until he drops it, making my body sway and tumble in the small amount of space I have. A small yelp escapes me, but I focus on calming down. I’m on the verge of a panic attack or worse.
My eyes are closed tighter than they’ve ever been. Shock and horror still threaten to suffocate me as I struggle to inhale.
A few minutes pass and all I can hear is Carter’s chaotic breathing. For a moment someone comes in, I think Jase, speaking quietly and trying to tell Carter to calm down, but the door closes shut with a loud click and then there’s silence again.
Nothing but silence and the slamming of my own heartbeat and the rushing of blood in my ears.
It’s going to be okay, I try to reassure myself. He has to understand. Even the thought is fleeting in my mind. All Carter knows is that I chose them, my family and his enemies. I pointed a gun at him and cocked it.
Oh, my God. My head spins as the memory comes back to me.
I threatened the life of the only man I’ve ever loved.
When I finally open my eyes, Carter’s are fixed directly on mine. As if he can see me, even though I know it’s impossible. His dark eyes pierce through me, pinning me where I am and eliciting a new kind of fear.
His deep voice sends a jagged spike of despair through me as he says low beneath his breath, “You can’t stay in there forever.”





CHAPTER 112
Carter

I’ve never in my life felt like this before.
The clock ticks as time passes. I can count on one hand every time I’ve been betrayed, but it’s never felt like this because none of them were close to me. I’ve never let anyone in.
Not the guards I’ve depended on, not the boys I took in to help. I didn’t feel betrayed by them when they only stole from me or tried to bargain with someone else who wanted me dead.
I’ve never let a soul close to me other than my brothers. So, no one can hurt me.
No outsider has ever been close to me… except for her, the only woman I ever loved.
A chill rolls through my body like the unrelenting tides of the ocean. The adrenaline has waned as I sit here in the chair, staring at that fucking box. My knuckles are bruised and cut, but I keep putting pressure on them, to keep me from thinking of a different pain, the aching in my chest.
Every time I blink, the barrel of her gun is there, staring back at me.
“Carter.” Daniel’s voice breaks me from my thoughts and brings me back to this reality. It fucking hurts; every piece of me hurts. Sitting up slightly in the chair, I finally take my eyes away from the box, away from Aria. I tilt my head as I take in my brother and the man standing next to him. Eli’s one of our guards and head of security.
“Eli’s finished the walk-through.” He’s struggling to keep his eyes on me; I can see it in the way he swallows visibly and clenches his hands. Even his voice is strained.
She did this. I know Daniel cared about her. And she betrayed him like she did me.
Eli steps forward to speak, telling me about each of the bombs they found and disposed of and where exactly the Talvery men ran. No surprises and nothing I give a fuck about at this point. Not when the woman who caused all of this is still right in front of me, but safely hiding in plain sight.
“All of them?” I ask just to pretend to be present, pressing my sore back into the chair and still staring at the fucking box. I can barely see Eli nod in my periphery as he answers, “Yes, sir.” With his shoulders squared and his hands behind his back, he looks like the soldier he used to be.
But he defied me.
“You let them live,” I say flatly, turning my attention directly to him for just a second, so he can see how pissed I am, hardening my gaze and my scowl. Then I look back to the box. The box I took from a man I refused to show mercy to. Aria’s breathing picks up and she moves within its small confinements.
“I ordered Eli and the guards to let them live.” Jase’s voice sends a cold trickle down my neck. It’s hard to swallow as my blood heats with anger.
One by one, they’re all turning their backs on me.
Aria moves inside of the box again; I can faintly hear her crying. It’s then that Eli catches on to the fact that she’s in the box. Glancing at him, I can see his expression fall, the puzzle in his head forming as each of the pieces fall into place.
It takes a moment for him to fix his fucking face and wipe the look of disgust off of it.
She did this. She will suffer the consequences.
I gave her a chance; I would have given her anything had she simply chosen me. I was stupid for ever loving her. Or for thinking she loved me.
“Leave,” I bite out the command, feeling the raw word scratch against the back of my throat. Eli’s the first to turn around sharply and leave at once. Daniel and Jase step forward rather than retreating and my muscles tense, my teeth gritting as I lean forward in the seat I haven’t left for nearly an hour now.
“Carter,” my brother says, and Jase’s voice is strong and demanding. Not like the way Aria’s been saying it as she whimpers in the box, begging me to understand. I won’t hear it. There’s no excuse.
“Fuck off.” It’s all I can say back to him. The rage blisters inside of me, eating me alive that they all defied me.
“Carter.” Daniel’s tone is softer, more placating. “Just relax for a minute. Calm down,” he tells me.
I can barely inhale, refusing to believe everything that’s happened.
“Did you hear that, songbird?” I ask her rather than facing my brothers. The legs of the chair scratch against the floor as I lean forward, searching for a seam in the box where I think she can see me. I stare at it with an unforgiving bitterness as I tell her, “I just need to calm down.”
I can feel the depth of emotion roaring inside of me as Jase speaks, “It was an unfortunate event, but we can use this to our favor.”
“Unfortunate?” I can’t hide the disbelief and venom in my voice as I stare back at him, finally rising from my seat. The force of the abrupt movement shoves the chair back. All I can hear is my heart beat in time with my heavy footsteps as I move closer to my brother.
Same height as me, the same determination in his voice.
“Knock it off,” Daniel says and walks between us, separating us with a hard hand on both of our chests. “What about Aria?” he says quickly as he pushes me back. His glare pleads with me to think about something other than her apparent betrayal. “She’s not okay.” He lowers his voice to tell me the obvious and then lets his gaze move to her before looking back at me.
“What about her?” I ask him in a hardened tone. My hands form fists so tightly, I can feel the skin across my knuckles nearly crack and the cuts that are there split even wider.
A whimper from the box catches the attention of my brothers, both of them looking toward her as I stare at them.
“What the fuck do you even care for?” I sneer at Daniel. I raise my voice to remind them of the hard truth, “She chose them.”
The sobs return from the box behind me and it enrages me. “Now she cries,” I say, talking to her more than to them as I walk closer to where she is. The box is off-center now, crooked and making the end of the rug uneven from my useless attempts to open it even though I know it can’t be done.
“She wasn’t crying when she held a gun to my head!” Everything turns to white noise. Whatever my brothers say, the relentless crying from the woman I loved as she hides from me for fear of her own life, all of it.
I hate everything at this moment. I hate everyone. But I hate myself the most.
“She wasn’t crying when she found out her family was coming to kill us. To kill all of us!” The last bit comes out louder and harsher than I can control, and I reach above the box to the bookshelves, shoving aside a row of them. The hardcovers and pages fly into a flutter before slamming down on the floor.
“I was!” Again, I hear her cry out, “I was!”
But all it does is fuel me to continue wrecking every shelf above her. All of the books falling around her, some of them slamming against the box, only make her cry out louder.
I hate her.
I hate them all.
I hate everything.
It takes both of my brothers to pull me back against the office window and away from the shelves. As I catch my breath, I think about destroying all of it. Wrecking every piece of this rich interior. It mocks me. It’s a façade of control and I have none anymore. Not a damn shred of control.
“You never loved me!” I scream at her. “I should have kept you in that fucking cell until you knew better than to defy me!”
“Please, Carter, let me explain,” she weeps.
“I was too fucking good to you,” I sneer at her as loud as I can, feeling my composure deteriorate just as any ounce of mercy has. I scream at the top of my lungs, wanting to shred something apart. Every last bit of my humanity will do.
“Stop,” Daniel says, his head close to mine. As he uses all of his strength to push me against the cold glass window, he’s so close that I can feel the burn of his body heat.
“It’s okay,” he tells me as Jase grunts, his expression strained and his face red with exertion. Every inch of my skin is numb with a pain I’ve never felt before.
I want to tell them all nothing is okay and that I’ll never stop. Never. There’s nothing left of me but this shell of a man. But before I can tell them that I’ll find the men they let get away and I’ll rip out their fucking throats before they can breathe a word of how Aria betrayed me, a small voice comes from the doorway.
“Fuck.” Daniel barely breathes the word before releasing me to run to her, to Addison, but he’s too late.
I don’t know how much Addison saw, or what she saw, but her face is pale.
Aria’s still crying uncontrollably, and it’s going to be obvious. It’s obvious I’m hurting her and that she’s scared. She’s scared of me because I’ve fucking lost it. Nothing else matters.
There’s no hiding now. Not from my brothers, not from the Talverys. Not from Addison, the one connection I still have to my brother Tyler.
Shame and disgust are a painful cocktail to swallow, but I choke it down.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Addison’s voice vacillates between strength and panic as she stands in the doorway to my office. Her eyes dart from me to Daniel.
“How long have you been standing there?” Daniel asks Addison.
“Long enough… to…” Addison struggles to even look at Daniel. “You’re hurting her,” Addison barely glances my way.
Aria’s sobs are punctuated with hiccups as she breathes in heavily, like she’s desperate to stop, desperate to quiet her cries.
“Aria?” Addison’s tone reflects a despair I’ve never heard from her before and inside I shatter. Whatever bit of anger that lingered, fragments and scatters in the pit of my stomach. Sucking in a deep, shuddering breath, her eyes go wide with fear and she takes a half step back.
“Daniel,” she says hesitantly, her eyes wide with shame and disbelief as her body shakes so strongly I can see it from across the room. “You can’t be okay with this?”
Fuck. Fuck. It’s all fucked!
I straighten my stance as Jase lets go of me, moving out of the way and taking a few strides closer to Aria, away from me and out of sight from Addison. But the movement makes him that much more obvious to her.
“Get her out,” she says, and her demand is strained by the veil of fear. She’s pointing to the box but doesn’t dare to let it steal her gaze from Daniel.
“Addison, stay out of it,” Daniel tells her as he takes another step closer to her, his hands held in the air.
“Are you fucking serious?” As each word cracks with disdain, pain grows on her face. “Daniel, help her.” The last word comes out in a croak as she backs away from him, further into the office and closer to the shelves. She nearly trips on the fallen books but manages to keep herself upright. She only takes her eyes off of him to see where Jase and I are. Neither of us is moving as she struggles to get closer to the box, closer to Aria who’s quiet, and for a moment, I worry if she’s all right.
“Why did he say cell?” Addison asks, and I can’t even begin to think of when I said that word or how I used it. All I can see is red and my memory is a white fog.
“Addison, please,” Daniel begs her.
“He’s hurting her, putting her in a cell?” she shrieks and then turns any bit of remorse or disgust into anger. “You’re allowing it! You knew!”
“She put herself in there,” I say, cutting off the interrogation directed at Daniel and feeling the need to defend us against Addison’s unspoken, yet all too clear thoughts. “Tell her, Aria.” I raise my voice, feeling my cold blood fill my veins and praying to hear her voice.
“What did you do to her?” Addison’s breathy words are filled with accusations.
“Nothing.” Aria’s voice is finally heard, although it trembles and is minuscule compared to ours.
With a hardened jaw, I dare to stare back at her, narrowing my gaze and not allowing her to blame this on me.
“She ran up here and hid because she held a gun to my head.” Each word comes out harder, but I stay where I am as Addison inches closer to Aria.
“Addison,” Daniel says as he tries to reason with her, keeping his voice low, but not to be denied, “get out.”
“Fuck you,” she spits at him and then finally lays a hand on the box.
“Aria,” she calls out to her, banging the palm of her hand on the box behind her, although she still faces Daniel with a defiant expression on her face.
Aria whimpers for Addison to go, to leave her alone and stay out of it.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Addison’s quick to reply, tears leaking down her face.
“Don’t cry,” Daniel pleads with her, stepping forward and trying to reach out for Addison. The resulting slap is so hard, so vicious, I practically feel it against my own skin. Daniel’s cheek instantly turns bright red, his head rotating back slowly to face her as Addison screeches at him, “Don’t touch me!”
“Addison, you need to.” Daniel barely gets another word out before Addison loses her shit entirely. Her voice three octaves higher than it should be, her entire body shaking with a new kind of vengeance, she’s only getting more agitated.
“What did he do to her?” She sways in anger as Aria’s sobs are echoed in Addison’s voice.
What did I do to her? To Aria?
I loved her the only way I knew how. My head feels light and everything I think I know means nothing.
I should have known it would never be okay. I’m too fucked up to keep a woman like her. To keep anyone at all. What did I do to her? I drove her to betray me, to threaten to kill me.
“What happens between them--” Daniel starts to try and defend himself, not me. Not the relationship I had with Aria. Because there is no defending that. I know it deep in my gut.
I try to take a step forward, toward the door to get out, but stop when Addison shrieks at Daniel, shoving him away as he tries yet again to go to her.
“Please, just go!” Aria begs her and that only makes Addison more adamant at getting her out of the box.
As Addison screams at Daniel, I force my heavy and numb legs to move forward. “You knew! You knew what he was doing to her!”
The ice in my veins freezes my blood, and my heart refuses to beat without the warmth. “How could you?” she wails.
In a single day, everything has fallen.
Even as I walk out of the office, shutting the door behind me and hearing the faint screams leak into the barren hall, I know everything is ruined and nothing will be the same.
Everything is broken, and I have no way to fix a single piece of it.
It’s all dashed beyond repair.





CHAPTER 113
Aria

They weren’t going to kill them. I want to think Carter and his brothers would never do that. They wouldn’t execute my family in front of me. It’s all I keep thinking as my eyes burn in the darkness of the box.
Nikolai would do it, though.
He would kill the Cross brothers, all of them, to set me free. But he doesn’t know them and everything that happened. I haven’t had a chance to convince him otherwise; all he knows is that I was taken. With every second that passes, I calm my panic, knowing I have to talk to Nikolai and stop this. I need it all to stop and for them to listen to me. For one of these thick-skulled men to just listen to me.
None of this would be happening if they listened to me.
A shuddering breath forces my body to tremble against the rough wood and my neck arches with a sudden deep breath.
I don’t know if it’s a panic attack or a sharp break from reality that’s making me shake like I am.
Or the fear. The raw and paralyzing fear of what I know Carter is capable of and what I think he’s going to do to me when I step out of this box.
“I love you,” I whimper again, closing my eyes tightly and forcing the words out. I wish I could take it all back, but the alternative was watching my family die right in front of me. Watching Nikolai get shot in the back of the head. I cover my hot face with my hands, shaking my head like a lunatic at the thought.
“I don’t want anyone to die.” My strangled words are barely heard as the box shakes and then a hand bangs against the top.
“Aria, please.” Addison’s tone is desperate and I’m so ashamed. I don’t want to leave this box. I feel like a child again, hiding in the closet and telling myself it’s not real if I don’t come out. If I stay here, none of this is real.
“He hurt you?” she asks, but her question is more of a statement. The question comes from a friend to a friend. Directed at a woman hiding from someone, someone she loves and crying hysterically. A grown ass adult, hiding in a box. I know exactly how this looks, but I don’t know how to explain it to her, so she’d understand. She’s not from this world. And she doesn’t know Carter like I do either. Although, none of that makes this right. None of it. “How long has he been doing this?” Her voice breaks at the question and I hear her cry for me.
I wish I could die right here.
“Come out!” she screams to me, her voice sounding ragged as she thumps on the box.
I know we’re alone; Jase made Daniel leave and I heard the door shut what feels like hours ago but is probably only minutes. It’s only Addison in the room now, crying as she holds the box and apologizes to me as if she’s done anything wrong at all.
“He wouldn’t listen to me,” I whisper to no one in the darkness of the box. Every time I tried to explain, he wouldn’t hear me out. He’d cut me off and tell me to get out. Just like she is. At this point, I don’t think there’s a defense I could possibly have that would make what I did forgivable in Carter’s eyes.
“Get out!” she yells even louder. Her voice sounds hoarse at this point, and I hear her lay her body over the box heavily, falling onto it and crying. “How could he do this?” she whispers and then sniffles. I don’t know if she’s talking about what Carter did to me, or how Daniel allowed it and defended it. I know to see him in this light… it changed how Addison sees him, and that fucking kills me.
“I never meant for this to happen,” I tell her weakly, closing my eyes and feeling them burn from hours of straining to see in the darkness and shedding hot tears.
I can hear her move again, but I don’t know what she’s doing, and her voice doesn’t travel far. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know… I didn’t know.”
Reaching up slowly, I force my numb fingers to unlock the box with a loud click that makes my heart pump hard, so hard it feels like it’ll stop beating altogether.
As I lift open the top, the light filters in and I squint. It fucking hurts. My eyes feel like they’re burning, but I force the top open further as Addison stands up in front of me on shaky legs and wraps her arms around me. I hold her back tighter, gripping on to her and bunching the thin cotton of her shirt in my hand as she pulls me hard into her chest. “It’s not your fault,” is all I can say, and the words are so flat, so lacking to my ears, that I harden them, pulling her back and staring into her forest green eyes.
“You did nothing wrong,” I tell her.
She stands there with a troubled expression, wiping away her tears and shaking her head. “What did he do to you?” she asks me softly, still holding on to me as I climb out of the box on shaky legs, staring at the closed door. I feel cold; it’s so cold.
There’s not a piece of me that doesn’t think Carter’s watching. I know he must be. My first instinct when thinking he knows I’m out of the box is to hold myself. To wrap my arms around my shoulders and wait for him to punish me. I can barely stand looking at the closed door.
Addison grips me with a bruising force, shaking me until I stare into her eyes. “What did he do to you?”
I just want to cry. I don’t know where to start, but the shame clogs my throat and keeps me from speaking at all.
“It’s okay to tell me,” she whispers although the words barely come out. Fresh tears leak from the corners of her eyes as she speaks so calmly to me. “Whatever he did, you can tell me. It’s okay.”
“It’s my fault,” I start, and an awful gasp leaves her as she covers her mouth. It hurts, everything hurts, but the way she looks at me like I’m wounded, and I don’t know any better, I can’t explain the pain it causes.
She shakes her head violently, staring back at me.
“You don’t understand,” I try to reason with her but my voice cracks and all I can think is to keep repeating that it’s my fault. It is, truly.
“I knew he’d hate me. I knew…” I can’t finish the sentence as the door to the office opens. Fear spikes through me and I jump back, hitting the back of my legs against the box and nearly tumbling in. Addison guards me against whoever enters as if she’s my protector.
“Get out!” she sneers at whoever’s entered and with equal amounts of curiosity and terror, I peek over her shoulder. Even though I’m feeling weak and pathetic, my fingers numb and my chest heaving in air.
It’s only Daniel.
“Addison, please.” Daniel’s eyes are red-rimmed, and I’m shocked. “Let’s get out of here, okay?” He talks softly with his hands held up, approaching us like the two wounded animals that we are. “We can leave,” he offers her.
“I’m sorry,” I say and can barely get the words out, seeking Daniel’s gaze so he knows I mean it. “I’m so sorry.” My voice is wretched.
“Look at her.” Addison’s voice ricochets in the office as she steps toward Daniel. “Look at her!” she screams in his face and he lowers his head, shaking it and trying to speak. Addison doesn’t understand; all she sees is the pain. And there’s so much of it.
“It wasn’t my place,” Daniel tells her sternly, but his expression is begging her to understand. How can she, when she knows nothing?
“She’s not okay and your brother did this to her.” She takes another step forward and points to me, still standing behind her. Her bottom lip trembles as she shouts, “You did nothing!” I grip on to my shoulders tighter and feel so small. It’s hard to know what to think anymore, but I know what she sees, and it breaks my heart.
“He didn’t have a choice--”
“Bullshit!” she cuts him off, screaming louder and louder, “You let him hurt her!”
Silence compresses the time, forcing the clock to tick faster. The moment passes quickly as my head feels woozy and I can’t stop my breathing from coming in just as fast.
I hold onto myself tighter, struggling to remain upright.
“I’m leaving and I’m taking her with me.” The anger is gone; there’s only resolve in Addison’s voice. “So help me God, if you stand in my way, I’ll never come back to you. Never, Daniel.”
“You’re leaving me?” he asks, the look in his eyes hardening, the silvers sparking even as the tremors of intense emotion run along his hard jaw. His determination is still there, still unyielding.
“How could I stay with you?” she asks, trying to disguise the misery in her tone as she hurriedly wipes away the tears. “How could I stay here, knowing this?”
Any semblance of anger vanishes from Addison, the realization of what she’s doing breaking through her rage and disgust. She’s leaving him.
“Don’t do this,” I finally speak, pushing forward and grabbing Addison’s arm. I plead with her, “You don’t need to get in between; you don’t need--”
“It’s not about what I need to do,” Addison speaks so softly, but with an evenness that’s at odds with her disheartened expression. “It’s about what I want to do.” Her voice doesn’t waver as she turns to Daniel, grabbing my hand in hers and telling him once again, “I’m leaving and I’m taking her with me.” With a quick intake of air and tears brimming in her deep green eyes, she hesitates but then adds, “Don’t follow me, Daniel.”
“You know I will,” he tells her with no remorse, but also with no objection to her leaving either.
My hand feels so cold in Addison’s and I try to speak again, but she shushes me. “Please, don’t make this harder on me,” she speaks to me although it sounds like a desperate prayer.
It’s quiet for so long, the agony lingering in the air. My gaze darts between the two of them; he’s staring at her, but she’s staring at the open door.
“I need to leave,” she tells him again, squeezing my hand and I squeeze back, for her. I keep praying to hear Carter’s footsteps or his voice. Any part of him to come to me and fix this. To fix the mess I caused.
“I don’t want this to happen,” I say, and the words are rough beneath my breath as I tug at Addison’s hand for her to look at me. And she does. I can feel Daniel’s eyes on me, but I don’t look at him; instead, I beseech Addison, willing her to believe me. “He didn’t know,” I lie. I’d tell a thousand lies to keep it from tearing the two of them apart.
I can see Daniel shift uncomfortably out of the corner of my eye, but I don’t react. Addison’s expression turns soft and sympathetic as she squeezes my hand again. “You don’t have to lie for them.” Her voice is coated with a sadness that claws at my insides. She gives me a soft smile that’s false and it falters when she tells me, “They’re big boys and they knew what they were doing.” Turning to Daniel she adds, “He knew I would never be okay with something like this.” The emotion wrecks each of her words and in turn, the hardness of Daniel’s gaze. I can’t bear to look at him, watching as her words destroy them and whatever love was left between them.
“It’s over. And I want out,” she says in two breaths that linger between them. “Let me go, Daniel. Please. You need to let me go this time.” Even as the tears fall down her cheeks, she stands strong. I look past Daniel, refusing to look at either of them as my vision blurs with tears. The pain I feel for them magnifies as I realize she’s taking me with her, and Carter isn’t here at all.
He’s not fighting for me.
He doesn’t want me anymore.
I cover my face, pulling my hand away from hers and letting out the tortured sorrow of leaving him, but in the back of my mind I hear the voices hiss, he won’t let it happen. She won’t be able to leave so easily.
They’re silenced with Daniel’s only parting words. “I’ll have Eli take you.”
He doesn’t touch her; he doesn’t wait for a second longer. Instead, he simply turns and leaves us without another word, which only makes the pain grow stronger.
Carter, please, come take me. Please.
Addison struggles to control her composure, watching Daniel leave without even a single goodbye.
“I’m so sorry,” I tell her again, hugging her back as she hugs me tight.
“You keep apologizing when this isn’t your fault.” Her words are soft and interrupted by the sound of footsteps.
I barely peek at the man named Eli, dressed in a fitted gray suit, no tie or cufflinks which makes it seem more casual, and with worn black dress shoes that are scuffed but somehow suit him.
It’s his gaze that forces me to look away. Sharp pale blue eyes that have nothing but sympathy in them.
I don’t want it. I’m ashamed as Addison leads me behind Eli and another man called Cason.
He’s shorter than Eli, but not by much, and with bulging muscles that make him seem larger. He’s the one who carries two bags he says are for us, but I don’t know what’s in them. Addison cries harder although she nods her head. Her strength at this moment is something I admire. I wish I could move forward, to make the decision to leave even knowing what the Cross brothers are capable of.
With Cason behind and Eli in front, our footsteps echo in the quiet hall. At every corner, I both hope that Carter is there to stop me and pray that he’s not, so I can escape and hide away from him.
Every second closer to the door feels like it pulls on my torn heart.
Carter never comes, and that makes the chill from outside that much colder.
The peonies have died from the season’s passing, they never last long, and the pale moon is full, illuminating every bit of the path to the sleek black sedan waiting for us even though the night is still early.
As I stare up at the house, searching for Carter in any of the windows, Addison waits for me to get in the car with silent tears still falling. He’s not there. He’s not watching.
“We don’t have to leave,” I tell her softly once more, desperately wanting Carter to come out and say he understands and that he forgives me. As I do him. In every way.
For what happened in the cell. For what happened today. It’s all fucked up and there isn’t an ounce of good in any of it, but I swear I love him. And love is forgiveness, isn’t it?
I forgive him for anything he’s done. I just want him back. I want him to love me again.
Please, Carter.
But not seeing him here… Him knowing that I’m leaving, and not bothering to say goodbye or try to fight for me in the least, I know he doesn’t want me. It crushes me.
That thought is what forces me into the car, my back hitting the leather with a forceful blow. The sound of the trunk opening and the murmurs from Addison and Eli speaking mean nothing.
I don’t know where I’ll go or what I’ll do.
My skin is numb, and I can barely breathe.
How many times have I tried to run? Yet here I am, and I would give anything for Carter
to stomp toward us and rip me from my savior to throw me back into the cell.
The leather seats protest as Addison gets in and buckles her seatbelt. I talk over the click. “I love him,” I say, swallowing thickly. “I love Carter.”
She barely glances at me, her eyes red and blotchy and her cheeks still flushed from crying.
“I love Daniel too.” Her voice is hoarse as she leans her head back, resting it and staring at the ceiling of the car. “But love isn’t enough sometimes. They can’t do that to you.”
I’m ashamed at her reply. I’m ashamed that I need saving.
I’m ashamed that I allowed it and with a single moment, she’s seemingly put an end to it.
I wish I could rip my heart out and never feel love again. How easy life would be if you could truly be heartless.
Hours ago, I was in love with a man I know I should never have let near me.
And now he’s watching me leave with zero objections, and it destroys me. I’ve never felt pain and regret like this. It doesn’t matter what happened between us today; I would be feeling this tear in my soul regardless of what I’d done.
I should have known the concept of a happily ever after would never come to fruition when my last name is Talvery.





CHAPTER 114
Carter

She’s really leaving.
She walked away. Straight through the front door. Never would I have seen it happen that way. She was always running and hiding in the shadows. I knew she’d leave one day, deep down in the pit of my stomach, but I never imagined it’d be like this. I never imagined it would fucking hurt like this either.
Swallowing thickly and ignoring the pain, I pick up another book from the floor, a hardback of Lord of the Flies. It’s a collector’s edition and I watch as I trace the spine of it with my fingers while asking Daniel, “Did you call Sebastian?”
He’s leaning against the windowsill, but I can’t fucking watch them leave like he is.
I won’t watch her walk away from me.
“He knows already.” His voice is low, not filled with the resentment I keep waiting for him to throw at me.
For being the hard man he is, Daniel always has forgiveness for his family. I wish I felt the same.
“How is that even possible?” I ask him while placing the book on the shelf and reach down for another. Someone else could take care of this and clean up my mess, but I don’t want them to. I need to do something mindless before I deal with the consequences. Every time I bend down is another deep breath. Every book on the shelf is a piece put back into place.
I need to do this before I can deal with Jase going behind my back and everything that’s happened over the last few hours. No one will come out unscathed. No. One.
Grinding my teeth together, I keep my back to Daniel as he answers me.
“Addison was ready to run; I could see it.” He looks full of guilt and remorse as he stares out of the window, watching the car lights die in the thick of the forest as they move farther along the road.
Taking them away from us.
Taking her away from me.
Even glancing at the lights, so small and faint in the distance, shoves the knife deeper into my chest.
“So, I called him and asked if he would mind.” He shrugs, attempting to refute the devastation of what’s happened. It’s clearly written in his expression, but he continues, “He’s never used it and it’s close, it’s contained, and easily defended.”
“Do they really think we’d let them go?” I ask him, feeling a surge of control again. She’s never leaving me. Never.
“I’m sure Addison knows better.” The urgency in Daniel’s voice compels me to look back at him. He’s leaning against the window now, facing the door to my office and staring at it aimlessly. “She’ll try to leave, so we need to watch for that too.”
“Always watching…” I mutter and then add, “For enemies coming and for our women leaving.”
“Look at you, even now you care about her,” he points out and Daniel’s remark catches me off guard. “More than you admit to her.”
“I just don’t want them to have her.”
A withering, sad smirk tugs at Daniel’s lips, making him look even more miserable. “Our women.” He repeats my words and the tension tightens around my chest. “Is there a difference with what’s between Addison and me, and Aria and you?” he asks me in a voice laced with accusations.
“I love Addison,” he tells me before I can answer, his breathing quickening as he struggles to hide the pain of watching her leave him.
He looks at the floor for only a moment, shoving his hands into his pockets before looking up at me and asking me outright, “Do you still love her?”
A beat passes, but only one. A single beat inside my chest and I know the answer. I breathe the word at the same time as the door opens and one of my men enters.
“Boss,” Jett calls out my title while knocking on the open door.
“Do you have an update?” I ask him with an eyebrow cocked, looking at his knuckles on the door and wondering why he fucking bothered to knock.
Nodding his head and straightening his shoulders, Jett answers me without hesitation. Daniel’s restless, leaning against the window then kicking off of it as he listens to the soldier. Jett’s one of Eli’s men. Eli’s a lieutenant, the rank given to the men we trust implicitly to lead other men in our crime family. And Jett’s the soldier he left behind to see that everything fell into place with him gone.
The four of us, my brothers and I, we each have two lieutenants and the area we claim is split four ways. It keeps things clean and organized. All of the men who work for us call me boss though. I’m the one and only boss.
Yet this motherfucker listened to Jase. Jase gave an order that directly countered mine, which should have been absolute, and this asshole listened to him.
A tic in my jaw starts to spasm as I remember, feeling the heat and anger of what happened only hours ago stir hate into my blood once again.
I can see the moment Jett realizes I’m not over that little stunt. His pupils dilate, and he stutters over a word before talking faster. That’s what happens when you’re fucking scared.
I have to remind myself that they didn’t know. Jase is the one and the only person responsible.
“Eli and Cason are in the first car, and there are three decoy cars even though there’s no trace of anyone watching or following.” He swallows, and I can hear the dry gulp of his throat as I imagine tearing it out.
Jase defied me.
They followed his orders and didn’t know of mine.
I remind myself of that fact, bending down to snatch another book off the floor and rein in the rage. Someone needs to have the piss beat out of them for what happened.
Slamming the book on the shelf, I see Jase’s face. He let them go. Everyone will know that she put a gun to my head because of him.
“Would you like me to help— “
“No,” I cut him off in a single, low breath, devoid of any emotion.
“Does ‘anyone’ include Romano’s men?” Daniel questions and I watch for Jett’s reaction, setting another book on the shelf. “Or better yet, who knows where Aria and Addison are going and that they’ve left the premises? Name every single man.”
“Eli and Cason’s men, the ten of us,” Jett’s quick to answer him and then stands silently at attention again. His gaze darts between the two of us, waiting for any other question or orders. The way he stands is firm and upright, same as Eli. But there’s a nervousness about him that I don’t like.
“I want thirty men spread out on the blocks surrounding Sebastian’s place on Fifth,” Daniel tells Jett, although I know he’s talking to me. “The Red Room is on the northern side, so that street is already handled, but the other three sides of our territory are lighter on men and closer to Talvery than I like.”
“We need fifty,” I correct him. The east and south sides need to have a second row. If Talvery’s going to come for them, if my enemies find out where Addison and Aria are, I want more men.
“We can do fifty easy,” Cason answers as if it was a question and not a demand. He continues, “We just need to pull back on the lower east side, closest to Crescent Hills.” Jett licks his bottom lip as he looks past me, using his fingers to tally up men absently.
I take a moment to really consider him as he tells me that “place” is always causing problems, but if we back off the problems take care of themselves anyway. As in the people we tend to have to control in Crescent Hills, simply kill the people that cause them issues if we don’t step in.
I know that he’s right because it’s where I’m from and that’s how it was when I grew up, but it pisses me off. The idea that we can move out of areas we’ve only just begun to take over and let them kill each other off because it’s not worth it… it hits me in a way that it shouldn’t.
Only because it’s a place I used to call home. I know that’s why, but it doesn’t help control the rage that boils inside of me.
“Fifty then,” Daniel answers and crosses his arms. From here I can feel him looking at me, but I’m still focused on Jett as he rambles on about which men can go where. I’m going to start calling him Mr. Calculus if he doesn’t shut the fuck up soon. My jaw is clenched so tightly I think my molars will crack from the pressure.
I could see me taking out my displeasure on Jett. I can already feel how his jaw would crack under my fist. It would take more than one punch without my brass knuckles.
“Carter,” Daniel says, and it breaks the vision of me beating the piss out of this entitled fuck. An asshole who didn’t grow up the way I did and doesn’t give a fuck about anyone in that city.
“What?” I don’t hide the irritation as the word comes deep from my chest.
“Put the poor book down,” he tells me, glancing at the book I’m practically ripping apart in my hand. Slamming it into its place on the shelf, I run my hand down my face and then brace my hands against the carved wood details of the bookshelf. I stare at the empty place still waiting for the books to be replaced.
“Ever the fucking comedian,” I mutter under my breath, trying to relax and shrug off the need to let all my rage out.
“Keep a watch on the two of them and tell us if they want to leave,” Daniel gives Jett his orders, but what the dumb fuck says next pushes me over the edge.
“What if Aria wants to go home?” Jett asks, concern evident in his gaze.
“What’s that?” I can feel my own gaze narrow in on him as I push off of the bookshelf. The room feels hotter, smaller, and adrenaline races through my blood.
The soldier doesn’t pick up on my anger. He doesn’t get that what he’s suggesting is going to get his head bashed against the fucking wall.

“GET OUT,” Daniel speaks up as I take two steps toward my prey.
Jett goes still at Daniel’s command, looking back at him as if wondering if he heard right. “She’s not going anywhere,” Daniel tells him as he stalks forward, pushing his hand against my chest for the second time tonight. The harder, darker side of his soul shows as he grabs Jett by his throat and pushes him against the wall. So hard I hear a crack, although I’m not sure what it was that made the sickening sound.
Jett’s body sags in Daniel’s grasp.
“Both women will be there temporarily.” Although they’re of similar height, it feels as if Daniel’s towering over Jett as he nods and quickly agrees with Daniel, staring him in the eyes and making sure his voice is clear.
“Of course. They’re there temporarily. I know that.”
“Make sure you don’t forget that.” Daniel’s parting words are sneered as he releases Jett and the man struggles to steady his feet. “Get out of here.” Watching him yell in Jett’s face eases some of the tension. Only some of it.
Jett doesn’t pause or wait for anything else from either of us. He must have some sense in him after all.
“I wanted to bash his head in,” I tell Daniel as the sound of that fucker racing down the hall to get away dims.
“I know,” Daniel says with his back still to me as he rolls up his sleeves. “That’s why I had to do it.”
The ticking of the clock marches steadily between his last words and his next. “With the war coming, we need all the men we can get.”





CHAPTER 115
Aria

When I heard Eli say we were going to a safe house, this wasn’t what I was expecting.
It’s on the far end of the city, away from the hustle and bustle, in a quieter area and close to Main Street with a few shops within walking distance. There are a few quaint houses that line the street, but nearly a quarter mile separates each of them on this street.
This isn’t like the safe house my father has. This house is in plain sight, but it’s built for war if only you look closely enough at the exterior.
The three-story building is made of stone, with a concrete fence around the property, covered in beautiful ivy. The front door is all steel but beautifully etched with what looks like a Celtic pattern. I only got a brief glimpse before I was led here to the second floor, and each floor seems to be self-contained, so multiple families could live here and never even see each other. I’m in absolute awe, although it doesn’t take the pain away in the least.
The kitchen is open to the living room. The center of the room is focused around a stone fireplace with a darkly stained, reclaimed wood mantel. Its ruggedness matches the iron and spicewood chandelier. But it’s at odds with the clean sleekness of the all-white kitchen, just behind us.
We’re stuck here, with a large L-shaped chenille sofa and matching armchairs that hug the fireplace until the guards say otherwise.
“Only a few minutes,” is what Cason said. But more than a few have already passed as we linger in the beautiful gilded cage.
I’m biting my tongue though; I don’t dare say a word to Addison as I pace behind the sofa. Addison’s still pissed, but it seems fake to me. Like she’s just trying to be angry at being locked up here rather than being brokenhearted over what happened.
She’s been staring for the last ten minutes at the clothes she dumped on the sofa, trying not to cry. I can’t stand seeing her on edge like this.
I’m an asshole, but I’ll admit I’m grateful to be distracted by her. If I was alone, I’d be huddled in a ball crying on the floor.
“This is bullshit,” she grits out the words, still staring at the clothes. “This isn’t what I meant when I said I was leaving!” she screams to no one.
“He said it would only be a week or so, right?” I ask her carefully, trying to calm her down just the slightest.
She nods and visibly swallows before rolling her eyes, seemingly remembering that she’s annoyed with being held here rather than given free will to leave.
“For our protection.” Addison picks up a dress and balls it in her hands before throwing it back down on the sofa. Pushing her hair out of her face, she leans her head back and takes a deep breath. She does that a lot, the leaning her head back and deep breaths. I’ve seen her do it a few times when she gets worked up.
“Is that like a meditation practice or something?” I ask her, wanting to change the topic if I can, to something… less devastating. I’m exhausted from crying, but tired of being exhausted from crying. I don’t want to hurt right now; I need a distraction for just a moment. Just a moment to breathe before I face my reality again.
She nods her head, barely moving from the position and takes a moment before telling me, “It’s a yoga thing, really, I don’t know that I can meditate.” She reaches for the duffle bag on the floor and picks up the clothes on the sofa, one piece at a time, to toss them back in. “My mind is always wandering, and I have to get up and do something.”
I nearly smile, happy that she’s talking to me about something else. It was silent in the car ride here and the tension has been suffocating me.
“Yeah, I get that,” I answer her. “I tried meditation a while ago and it was not my cuppa.”
“Cuppa?” she questions with her brow furrowed, and I stifle a small smile at her curious expression.
“Cup of tea.” I shrug and add, “It wasn’t my cup of tea.” Staring at my own duffle bag on the armchair, I add casually, even as I feel the weight of my heart seem to grow and sink into my stomach, “I like tarot cards better.”
“Oh!” The excitement in Addison’s voice is not at all what I was expecting. Maybe she’s better at pretending life is all right when it’s in shambles than I am. “And like palm readings?”
I have to smile at her enthusiasm.
She keeps talking as she finishes gathering the clothes. “I went to see a gypsy in New Orleans once.” She peeks over at me as I walk closer, taking a seat on the far end of the sofa. I have to, so I can hear her over the sound of the guards still walking through the safe house to make sure everything is in place. As in, cameras. I know those fuckers are putting up cameras.
I have to keep my mouth closed, my teeth grinding against one another at the thought, and keep the anger from showing as she tells me her story of the woman she met by Café du Monde. I swallow thickly as she tells me about New Orleans, a place I’ve never been.
She’s still feigning an upbeat attitude and I’m trying to keep up. I wonder if she can pretend like this when she lies down. When there are no distractions and sleep evades her. Just the thought of what my mind will do to me tonight, makes me grab the throw blanket on the sofa and wrap it around me as if it could protect me.
“I wanted to get my coffee grounds read and all that too, but I didn’t have time.”
“Seven kids?” My brows haven’t moved from their raised position since she casually mentioned that little fact the palm reader told her. “She said you’re going to have seven kids?”
I didn’t hear the rest of what she said about the reading as I stared off absently, pretending to listen but really thinking about tonight and how I know I’ll cry again. I feel helpless, hopeless, and pathetic.
Addison’s expression pales and she purses her lips before she carefully says, “Pregnancies.” She doesn’t hide the pain in her eyes when she clarifies. “She said seven pregnancies. She also said they wouldn’t keep.”
Fuck. I can’t even look her in the eyes as I struggle to tell her I’m sorry. She only shrugs it off before pulling up on her bag to close it.
The sound of her zipping up the bag is accompanied by the sound of Eli walking back into the room. With his dress shirt sleeves rolled up, the tattoos on his arm are on full display. They’re all in black and white with lots of detail. A compass that fades up his left arm catches my attention, but the tone of his voice brings my gaze up to his.
“The rooms are ready. We’ll be downstairs at all times.” Eli’s blunt and has a hint of some accent. Irish or British maybe, I can’t tell. It’s subtle, but it’s there.
“I don’t want to stay here,” Addison tells him again. Her shoulders rise and fall quickly as her breathing quickens. “I’m not with Daniel anymore.” Her voice cracks, but she continues, “And I don’t need a safe house. I need to leave.”
Eli’s expression is unmoving. I almost question if he’s heard her as the silence stretches between them. The only sounds are from the other men behind Eli in the hall as they walk downstairs to their section of the safe house. “I understand.” Eli’s initial response takes Addison by surprise. She even flinches slightly, but then he adds, “There are some precautions that need to be taken first. But in one week, give or take, we will take you to wherever you want to go, and leave you alone.”
Alone.
I hate that word.
“So, we’re supposed to stay locked up in this fucking house?” Addison’s anger rises as she asks the question, each word getting louder than the last. I watch as her blunt nails dig into her palms as she fails to rein in her anger.
“Main Street has several shops and a few restaurants. We have no objections to you walking the block… however, someone will be with you at all times.”
My mind has been reeling all night with everything that’s happened. I’ve been here for nearly two hours, and I’m only just now realizing why we have to stay here under house arrest with guards for one week. And then we can go free.
One week.
“He’s going to kill them.” With my gaze fixed on the sheer curtain, draped in the moonlight from outside the window, the crushing feeling in my chest returns. “One week until the war is over.”
Addison turns slowly to face me, and I sink back further into the sofa.
“I’m being held hostage until my family is dead.” My throat closes slowly like it’s suffocating me, and my eyes burn hotter as the pain diffuses through me.
I’ve lost Carter. I’ve lost the chance to influence him because I failed.
And now I’m trapped in this beautiful place while everyone I love is murdered. My vision is blurred as I picture the house I grew up in, the blood on the walls, bullet holes in the doors. Licking my lips, I taste my salty tears. “Eli, can you answer me a question?” I ask him with a short breath I’m barely able to hold on to.
The lightheadedness floods my mind as he nods his head, yes.
“Is there someone to clean up everything you leave behind?” I struggle to breathe as I look him in the eyes and continue, “Or when I ask to go home in a week, will I be the one who has to clean up the bodies of my family?” My voice shakes on the last word, but he hears me. I know he does.
I picture my cousin, Brett, and his wife and their baby. In a moment, they’re right where I last saw them during the holidays. And in a blink, they’re lying dead on the floor, their eyes staring back at me as if seeing me for who I really am.
And I hate what they see.
Some of my family may be cruel like Carter, but not all of them are and so many people will die. I know what to expect. I’ve seen it before. I can’t sit here and do nothing.
I refuse.
Eli stares back at me, assessing me and judging me, but I don’t care. As long as I can hold on to the strength of my mentality, I don’t care what he thinks. Knowing I can’t and won’t sit by and do nothing is all that matters.
“I know it’s war, but I would rather be with them right now,” I tell Eli, brushing the tears away as I realize that’s where my place is. “I think it would be best if you sent me back to my home.”
“Maybe when the week is over, you’ll want to go somewhere else,” is all Eli gives me.
It’s not until he’s gone that I realize Addison is silently crying.
She can’t even look at me, but I don’t care.
I don’t care about anything anymore.

“IT’S what this life is like,” I tell her solemnly, remembering all the nights the men would fill the kitchen downstairs, clinking their beers and patting each other on the back. “I had an uncle named Pierce.” I haven’t thought about it in forever, but now I’m reliving a certain night when I was fifteen years old. The night that marks the first time I fully grasped what my family did for a living and began to really see the consequences that came with it. I can feel how raw my throat is when I pause to swallow. From screaming, from crying.
“I came downstairs while he was holding something up in the air and everyone else in the room was cheering.” Their voices echo in my head. “I remember smiling, so happy that my father was in a good mood.” I don’t know if she’s listening, but I keep talking.
“My uncle was so happy to see me.” I remember the way his grin widened before putting down whatever it was he’d been holding and hugging me like he hadn’t seen me in years. “I felt like a part of the family that night. My father even gave me a small glass of wine despite the fact I was only sixteen.” I remember the way it tasted, and how I felt when he poured from his bottle and gave me the glass in front of everyone. “He said, tonight we drink. Tonight, we celebrate Talvery. And everyone cheered again when I took a sip.”
I peek over at Addison, who’s listening intently and waiting for the punch line.
“It wasn’t until a few days later that Nikolai told me it was a human tongue. The tongue of a rat who was murdered, and they were celebrating because the charges were dropped with no witness living to testify.” I had to beg Nik to tell me; he told me I wouldn’t want to know, but I pressed him. After he told me, I knew I could trust his opinion if I ever wanted to know something again.
I stare at the fireplace, wishing it would crackle with a soothing flame, but it’s empty and there’s no wood here to start a fire.
“Talverys and the Cross brothers are the same. And they’ll both kill each other or die trying.” It’s a truth I’ve wanted to avoid for so long, but now it seems as if I can only try to limit the damage they’ll cause.
“That’s not the way they grew up,” Addison tells me with tears in her eyes. “They were good people.”
“My family is full of good people too.” My gut churns from trying to defend this life to her. To someone who didn’t grow up in it. “They just do bad things. Like my uncle. He loved his wife, he loved his kids, and he would have done anything for me if he were still alive.”
It’s quiet for a moment as Addison slowly sits down next to me, holding onto herself like she’ll fall to pieces if she doesn’t.
She doesn’t speak for a long time; neither of us does. But neither of us gets up either. “I don’t understand how Daniel got into this. This isn’t what they were like before. I swear to you. They were good and… and… I don’t know how this happened.” She looks lost like she had no idea. I’ve seen women before who are in denial, who turn a blind eye. But she’s truly shocked. Maybe she didn’t realize how real this life can be. How close to death it is.
“I do.”
My response grabs her attention and she waits for more, but I don’t know how much she really wants to know, or what she needs to know.
“For the longest time, there wasn’t anyone south of Fallbrook. That’s where I’m from and basically the territory my father keeps. My father talked about taking it a lot.” I remember back when I was little, how I’d sit in his office coloring and he’d have hushed conversations about the developments in Back Ridge. “There wasn’t anyone living there, no businesses, but then,” I clear my throat and tell her, “then developments grew and there were more people. More opportunities, as my father called it.”
“He and Romano had two territories side by side, and both wanted it. But the areas are like a cross, sort of.” Four quarters, I draw it out on the blanket on my lap, the way Nikolai explained it to me. “Carter’s area is the bottom left, but his portion is bigger now. The bottom right is Crescent Hills and it’s not claimed, just a shit town with no one policing it, no one protecting it. Carter and his crew keep moving closer and closer, but they only take it little by little. My father has the upper left and Romano the upper right. They both wanted the territory where Carter is now, but while they waged a cold war against each other because of my mother…” I swallow a dry lump not knowing if she knows but not in a state to explain. “Carter took over. One by one, killing the men who worked for my father who tried to stop him, or, sometimes, Carter took on my father’s soldiers, proving he would be ruthless and that the area was his, but he had mercy for those who stayed with him.”
“So, it was Carter?” she asks, and I can see in her eyes she doesn’t want to believe Daniel was involved.
“I’ve heard Jase and Carter’s names a lot.” I almost say more, but I hold it back, swallowing my words. “But Carter is the one name that everyone knows. It’s either Carter or the Cross brothers.”
Addison’s brow is pinched but her expression is riddled with anguish as she says, “I don’t know why Carter would do that. I don’t know why he’d want to live this way.”
Again, I almost say, “I do,” but I don’t. It’s because my father knew what Carter was capable of. He knew they would take over. My father tried to kill them before they could become the powerful family they are now, but he failed. His failed attempt is what made Carter who he is.
The truth, and facing the truth, causes a coldness to flow across my skin and I pull the blanket more tightly around me.
“I understand if you could never be friends with someone like me. Someone whose family makes a living through death and sin. Someone who…” I trail off, pausing for a moment before what I’m about to say next. I have to close my eyes to say, “Someone who broke you and Daniel up.”
“Stop it,” Addison breathes the command with a seriousness I wasn’t expecting. “You didn’t break us up and you’re still my friend.” She grips my hand in both of hers as I stare back at her, hoping she still feels this way in the morning. Because I have no one right now and, in a week, I may have even less than no one.
“It’s going to be okay and we’re going to look out for each other. You have to look out for the ones you care about. You know?” Her gaze begs me to agree with her, to stay strong. But I’m not like Addison.
Tears beg to run down my face, but I bite them back, refusing to cry any more tonight. Instead, I nod my head and force out my reply, although the words are strangled. “I’m trying to. But what can I do when the ones I care about want each other dead?”
The silence comes again, but she’s quick to end it this time.
“Let’s have a drink.” She’s off the sofa before I can even tell her how badly I need one.
I can only nod my head in agreement, still wrapping my head around the spiral of horrific events that led me here.
I can’t think about anything but Carter as I hear her open a bottle of wine and the glasses clink on the counter. Instead, all I can do is picture Carter’s face the exact moment I lost his trust and he lost his fucking mind.
It’s going to haunt me forever.
If not that, then the sight of my family in coffins.
There was no way for me to win.
I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t deal with this anymore.
I need to stop this.





CHAPTER 116
Carter

It’s quieter here than I thought it would be. Sebastian picked a nice area. He had the place built two years ago but never came back. I don’t know if it’s the memory of him or everything that happened tonight that makes my heart twist like someone’s wringing it out from inside my chest.
The whiskey didn’t make the pain better. Not the first glass, not the second. Not when I threw the bottle at the window, shattering it and filling the room with the smell of liquor. Earlier, I spent too long sagging against the wall while sitting on the floor of the office staring at the box. The box that’s still open, empty, and pushed up against the rug. I can’t move it back. I can’t bring myself to move it back as if she was never in there.
Everything is telling me to let her go.
Logic and reason. She will never love me because of the way we started. She will never love me after I kill her family. She will never love me, because of the man I am.
I know it all to be true.
But the idea of letting her leave fucking hurts.
“Do you want me to go in with you?” Daniel asks me from the driver’s seat, ripping my gaze from the front of the house and cutting through my thoughts.
“Are you sure you’re okay to see her?” he asks me the real question.
“I’m not going to hurt her,” I tell him as I stare back at the house, praying I’m telling the truth. I want her to feel this pain. I want her to know how much it hurts.
“What are you going to do?” he asks me, his hands sliding down the leather steering wheel.
“I’m going to give her what she wants,” I lie. I’ll never let her leave me.
My brother’s voice is stern and loud in the cabin of the car as he says, “You’re making a mistake.”
I’m taken aback by his criticism, staring at him as the dark night sky gets darker. “You can do what you’d like with Addison; I won’t judge you. But stay out of it when it comes to me and Aria.” It’s all I can tell him because I don’t know what to do with Aria. I don’t know what I can do with a woman who would betray me like she did.
“Are you really going to let her walk away?” When I don’t answer his question, he pushes me by saying, “She’ll have no one when this is done with. No one.”
I raise my voice to reply and end this conversation. “I said I’m going to give her what she wants. I didn’t say I’d let her go.” My blood rushes in my ears as Daniel’s eyes narrow in the darkness.
“Are you coming in?” I ask him, refusing to let him continue.
“No, she’s not inside. She walked down to the liquor store for more wine when Aria went to bed.” He settles back in the seat and looks straight down the road to add, “I’m going to drive up there and keep an eye on her from a distance.”
Pausing, he looks at me before adding, “Cason’s with her and there are eyes are on her, but still…”
“She must know you’ll be watching her,” I say absently, remembering everything that happened months ago.
His nod is solemn. “I know she does. I’m sure she hates it too.”
Giving him a tilt of my head to part ways, I grab the handle to open the door, but Daniel’s words stop me. “I wonder if she’ll know when I get to her.”
With my fingers wrapped around the handle, I still, then ask, “What do you mean?”
“She used to know somehow. Years ago, when Tyler died. Every time I came close to her, she’d turn around as if she knew I was there. It didn’t matter how far away I was or how many other people were around us. She always knew, back then.”
He finally looks over at me, the sorrowful smirk still on his face. “I wonder if it’ll be the same even now.”
I don’t know what advice to give my brother. I can feel his pain and there are no words to help him.
“Just make sure she’s safe,” I tell him, remembering all those years ago and everything that happened between them… between all of us.
“Always,” he tells me and smacks the back of his hand against my arm. “Don’t fuck it up.” He forces a weak smile to his face, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. I can’t give the same back to him.
The sounds of the night greet me as the car door opens and then shuts easily. The crickets and the wind are all I can hear. The men posted on the side of the building see me and I acknowledge them with a simple nod. I button my suit jacket and walk up the sidewalk and onto the porch. With every step, the anxiety over my fears grows. The fear that I’ve lost her forever. That she never loved me, and I never really had her. The fear that tonight has destroyed anything and everything that’s between us.
There’s no turning back from what’s happened. There’s no denying that she’s clouding my judgment and keeping her means losing the confidence and respect from my men.
Helplessness is something I haven’t felt in so long, but it’s with me now as I stalk toward the safe house.
Eli’s been at the front door all day with his earpiece in and the phone displaying the monitors. He stands up straighter with the smack of my boots on the stone steps as I make my way toward him.
“Aria’s in the north bedroom on the second floor. Addison’s at--”
“The liquor store,” I finish the sentence for him.
“Boss,” he says and rewards me with the barest flicker of a smile. “Of course, you’d know.” He opens the massive front door; it’s solid steel eight feet high and three feet wide. The bright light from the foyer reflects off the freshly polished wood floors. It’s been a while since I’ve been here and the memory of standing on this threshold with Sebastian makes me pause.
Chloe, Sebastian’s wife, is the one who chose everything for this house. She wanted to come back. I really thought they were coming home years ago when this house was built, but they didn’t.
Standing there, I remember my childhood like it was yesterday, back when I was a different person. Back before all that shit happened with Aria’s father; before my best friend left and my mother passed away, leaving me on my own to take care of my drunkard of a father and my four brothers. I’ve never thought back on it and felt ashamed. But as I stand here, I think back to who I used to be and know I would hate the man I’ve become. I would hate who I’ve turned into and what I’ve done.
You can’t go back though. You can never go back.
“Is there anything I can do for you?” Eli asks quietly, carefully.
“How is she?” I ask him. I’ve known Eli for four years now. He helped me take over the majority of this territory and he’s the only reason I’ve moved deeper into Crescent Hills, where I’m from. There’s no law in Crescent Hills, so moving my empire there is a task harder than most, and the income doesn’t justify it. It’s a hellhole no one wants, but I thought Sebastian would eventually come back and help me take it. I thought wrong.
“She’s been crying on and off since Addison left.” Eli’s gaze doesn’t stay on mine as he reports on Aria to me. He looks down at his shoes and swallows before looking me back in the eyes. “She saw some of the news. I’m not sure what she’s most upset about. Leaving you or losing her family.”
Anger is a slow simmer. I shouldn’t have waited to pull the trigger. “If they were already dead, I wouldn’t have this problem.”
Eli nods in agreement. “We’re ready when you are, Boss.”
“Romano’s already taking down the streets in the upper east.”
Eli nods again and says, “It’s been all over the news today. I imagine Romano will hit them from the south side this week.”
“Talvery will be expecting it though.”
“That’s good for us here. Chances are good he’ll take his men on the northernmost streets up there and hit him harder.”
“They both react predictably.”
“And they’ll both fall… predictably.” The grin on his face would be reflected on mine, but all I can think about is how Aria will truly hate me then. She was willing to threaten me to save them. Deep in my gut, I know the idea of vengeance is something that will cross her mind. And it fucking kills me.
“I don’t know that I can ever trust her again,” I speak the revelation out loud and regret it immediately. What the fuck is wrong with me?
“She’ll get over it. I overheard her explaining things to Addison; she understands why this has to happen.”
The night air clings to me, holding me here at the threshold instead of moving forward to face Aria.
“Where did you find that dumb fuck, Jett?” I ask him to get off the topic and remind him who I am. His fucking boss.
“He’s a good shot, just a little shit when it comes to his mouth. I think he has Asperger’s or something.” He looks past me and into the night for a moment before continuing. “He’s not too good at reading social clues, but in the war, he waited three days to get a shot on the insurgents in Afghanistan. Three days he stayed in the same bunker, barely bigger than a shack. He didn’t fucking move until the three on his hit list were in his sights.” He huffs a short laugh although it lacks genuine humor. “They came out for a smoke, thinking they were in the clear since it’d been quiet for three days. It only took him twenty seconds to get all three of them in the skull.”
“I still want to rip his fucking throat out,” I tell him absently, although my respect for Jett grows as I picture what he’s been through.
Eli shrugs. “I’ve told him before that he could still shoot his gun if I cut out his tongue.” He chuckles and adds, “Jokingly, of course. I owe him my life.”
“I’ll keep that in mind the next time I want to punch his face in.” My words come out dull, lacking the conviction I had before.
“What’d he say?” he asks me.
“Nothing,” I answer him, knowing I don’t want to have this conversation with him. I respect Eli, but he’s not my friend. This is business.
He nods once, opening the door just a hair more and the soft sound of it creaking is loud in my ears.
“Tell the men not to go in and to stall Addison until I’m done in here,” I say, staring at the spiral staircase that leads to the second floor where my little songbird is now caged. “I don’t want her to hear this.”
“Yes, Boss.”
I pat him on the shoulder as I walk in, but I don’t look him in the eyes. Even though I’m staring at the staircase, all I can see is everything that happened hours ago. The gun she pointed at me, the box she ran to and hid in. The sight of the car as it pulled away and how she didn’t object.
My throat’s tight and the hammering of my heart gets faster and more painful as I climb the stairs. The railing is slick under my hot palm.
She’s mine.
She’s going to know I fucking own her when I leave her tonight.
Even if she still leaves me, she will always belong to me.
Always.
The thought makes the rushing of blood in my ears that much louder. Each step closer to the door my cock gets harder, thinking of every reaction she’ll have to me.
Anger, hate even.
Or maybe she’ll beg me to forgive her.
I close my eyes, resting the flat side of my fist against the wall to the right of her bedroom door at the thought of her begging me for mercy. Something she refused to do in the cell.
My eyes open slowly at the sound of the bed creaking from just beyond the door.
   
Aria

I HEARD his footsteps before the door opened.
I can’t explain why I prayed for it to be Carter. The last time I saw him, all I had was fear of him.
With the window open, the wind drifts in, shifting the curtains out of place and letting the moonlight drape over Carter’s dominant form.
My heart flickers in a weird uneven beat and I’m reminded of the first time I ever saw him. The same fear races through me, but so does the feeling that he could save me.
If only he wanted to, but from the sharp look in his eyes, that’s not what he has planned for me at all.
At this point, I’m okay with that. He can do what he’d like to me because I already know I’ll submit to him. I already know I still love him. No matter how fucked up it is.
“Carter,” I whisper his name as I sit up in bed, letting the sheets fall into a puddle around me. A shiver graces my skin as the wind tickles my shoulder.
The floor creaks with his heavy step and the shadow across his face moves, hugging the sharp lines of his jaw as he stalks toward me.
“Get on your knees,” he commands me in a rough voice. That’s the only greeting he gives me and it reminds me of what life was like in the cell with him.
Defiance runs deep in my blood and it spikes anger high in my chest as my jaw clenches.
“That’s what you have to say to me?” I question him with my voice wavering. Anxiety and heartbreak are equally present, making my toes curl and my fists bunch the silk sheets. I can barely breathe as I bite back the words, “You didn’t come for me.”
He pauses at the end of the bed, but only for a moment, a single beat of my wretched heart. He speaks softly, yet forcefully as he slips off his jacket and lays it carefully at the end of the bed.
“I have many things to say to you, Aria Talvery,” he practically spits my name and I snarl back, “Fuck you,” feeling the hate for him intensify.
I’ve always known he was my enemy, but I never felt as if he saw me that way. The tides have changed.
His deft fingers unbutton his shirt and my eyes leave his to watch as he strips.
“I told you to get on your knees,” he reminds me in a voice that drips of dominance and sex. He tosses his shirt on top of his jacket, losing the control he had a moment ago.
My eyes are drawn to the leather of his belt as he unbuckles it and then quickly pulls it from its place, letting the leather hiss through the air.
My pussy clenches as he bends the leather into a loop and waits for me to obey him. “You’ve already questioned me, defied me, and lied to me today. Are you really going to disobey me again?”
I swallow thickly, knowing I want his punishment, and I want this. But I didn’t lie to him.
“I’ve never lied to you and I never will,” I tell him quickly, feeling my pulse quicken.
“You didn’t tell me the truth. That’s lying,” he says, his voice louder and he doesn’t hide his anger in the least.
“I won’t…” I pause and trail off. Biting down on my lower lip, I hate that the one conflict we have that will tear us apart, again and again, is one we will never agree on. “I won’t sit back and let you kill them. I won’t.”
Carter’s movements are faster than I thought possible, sending a spike of fear through me. The belt hits the bed as he grips my chin and lowers his lips to mine. My heart races and lust mixes with terror. “You don’t have a choice,” he whispers against my lips.
I question myself even as the words leave my lips, “You’re wrong.”
I can feel his heat; I can hear his heart hammer in his chest as I stare into his dark eyes. I could get lost in them forever and at this moment, I wish I could. “I wish things were different,” I tell him as his silence grows.
“They will be soon,” he says. The darkly spoken words come with a threat. “On your knees, songbird.”
It’s his nickname for me, his grip on my chin, his lips so close to mine and the rapid pace of his heart, that all make me move.
I keep my eyes on his for as long as I can as I get onto all fours and let him slowly strip my pants from me. He pulls them down slowly, teasingly even as his fingers brush down my sensitive skin.
The cool air is all I can feel for a moment and I know the belt is coming. I brace for it, but there’s nothing for what feels like forever.
“Do you think you deserve this?” he asks me with his voice low and not an ounce of resentment that I expect.
I breathe the word easily, truthfully, “Yes.”
The belt bites the flesh of my right thigh from behind and I scream out in agony. He didn’t waste a second.
My thighs tremble as I try to stay on all fours.
Smack! The edges of the belt scrape against my ass and send a wave of pain through my body while burning where they slice across my skin. I can’t control the sob that claws its way up my throat. My toes curl as I grip the sheets tighter and fight back the tears.
I jump at the soft touch of Carter’s hand against my heated flesh, wishing I’d said no, but then I would be the liar I claimed not to be.
“Do you know what happens to men who point a gun at me, Aria?” Carter’s voice is laced with a deadly threat as he bends over me, his hard cock digging into my ass and just the feeling of it sends a deep-rooted desire to surface in my blood.
The lust nearly drowns out the pain. It’s so close, and I wish it would, but Carter isn’t finished punishing me yet.
His lips brush the shell of my ear as he tells me, “They don’t live to pull the trigger.”
I have to swallow before I can answer him. My skin alternates between pain and pleasure on the places where his hand still rubs soothing circles. “I never would have pulled it,” I answer him in a soft voice while rocking my hips back against him. I’ve always been a whore for him. I bow to him and love it. Some sick side of me desires it. I imagine I always will.
“You don’t care that everyone saw, do you?” he asks me and the weight of what I’ve done feels heavier.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do it.” I swallow thickly, conflicted by my exhaustion, my pain, my greed for more of his touch. “You left me no choice.”
He pulls away instantly, leaving my body feeling the chill of the air between us. I can hear the metal buckle of his belt clink and see him raise his arm in the shadows that play on the wall in front of me.
I close my eyes tightly but it doesn’t help in the least.
Smack! The belt bites at my left ass cheek, and then immediately moves to the right.
I bite down as hard as I can on nothing and try to hold back my cries as the belt screams in the air and lands blow after blow against my tender flesh.
My arms buckle as the pain rips through me. Tears leak uncontrollably from the corners of my eyes.
Carter fists the hair at the base of my skull and forces me to look at him.
His eyes are dark and swirling with tortured emotion. “I need to see you, Aria. You can’t hide from me.”
My head shakes before I realize I’ve moved, the stinging pain making even the small movement of brushing my thigh against his absolute agony. “I can’t,” I whimper.
I’ve never felt a pain like this. I try to hold back the tears as my shoulders shake, but they come regardless.
“You can take this,” Carter tells me, grabbing the reddened flesh of my thigh and squeezing it. The pressure forces the pain to shred every last piece of control I have.
With his right hand on my thigh, he cups my pussy with his left.
My back bows instantly and I’d collapse to my side if he wasn’t holding me in place. The pleasure is unimaginable. Every inch of my body feels it. My nipples pebble, but my neck arches and my body begs for more.
“You can take this, Aria.” Carter’s voice is gentle, soothing, and deep as he rubs his fingers against my sensitive clit. From the way he sounds right now, I almost wonder if the lust he once had for me is now gone, but I know that can’t be true. That can’t be the case from the way he starts to touch me.
He pinches my clit and a lightning bolt of pleasure thrills every nerve ending in my body. I’m hot and cold at the same time. Quivering beneath the man who gives me pain I can’t bear and pleasure that’s as equally consuming.
And I crave more of him. I need his fingers inside of me.
He pulls away as the numbing pleasure races through me and I see him reach for the belt again.
“Carter,” I whimper a plea. I love the pleasure, but the pain is terrifying. “Please,” I beg him.
He hesitates. With my cheek on the pillow, staring up at the broken man who only knows how to break others, I beg him again. “Please, forgive me.”
“I’ve already forgiven you,” are the only words he gives me before gripping the belt tighter.
I close my eyes, waiting for more punishment, waiting for Carter to take me how he thinks he needs.
Instead, a soothing hand runs along the dip in my waist, and as much as I want to pull away, knowing his gentle touch is going to cause where he’s struck me to flare with pain, I stay still for him. I let him caress where the belt met my skin, and bring the pain to the surface even more.
“I just want you,” I whisper into the pillow. It feels damp beneath my cheek, soaked from my tears. “Please, Carter.”
“This is me, Aria. This is who I am.”
His words are a fire that licks along the wounds of my heart, split into two halves of who I am. The first half of me is a woman who’s broken and in love with a man who’s been hurt more times in this life than I could possibly bear. And the other half is a woman who wants to be strong and refuses to allow her will to be ignored any longer.
“You don’t know who you are anymore, Carter. No more than I knew who I was when I held the gun,” I tell him in a shuddering voice. “Take from me what you want,” I concede. Closing my eyes, I bury my head in the pillow but then remember what he said. And so, I position myself on all fours again, even as my legs shake. “I’ll give it all to you.”
The belt drops to the bed with a thud and before I can turn my head to look over my shoulder at Carter, he plunges deep inside of me, his cock filling me and stretching me without mercy. One of his hands grips my hip to keep me upright as the force of his thrust nearly shoves my body into a prone position from the blow. Fuck! It’s too much so quickly. The scream that’s torn from me is silent.
With his other hand, he pinches my clit hard and the force of the pleasure tearing through me makes my back bow as I scream out his name.
His thumb rubs my clit relentlessly as he rides through my orgasm, fucking me like it’s the last thing he’ll ever be able to do.
And I take it all. Biting down on the pillow to mute the screams and writhing beneath him from the mix of pain and pleasure that confuses my body, I take all of him.
Over and over again.
I take it until I think he’ll break me. Until my body begs me to flee, but even then, he doesn’t stop. He’s a brutal man, with brutal instincts and I don’t know that he’ll ever have mercy on me again.
I’m barely sane, barely coherent when I feel his thick cock pulse inside of me. The head of his dick is pressed deep inside of me, and I’ve never before wanted a moment to last forever like I do now. Feeling the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had while Carter groans my name and then lowers his lips to kiss my shoulder.
He breathes heavily as he lays his chest on my back, moving one hand to brace himself and the other to hold my belly, keeping my skin pressed to his.
The last kiss he gives me is a long one, his lips to my shoulder. Like he doesn’t want it to end.
“I fell in love with the idea of you,” he whispers after pulling his kiss away from me. “Then I fell in love with fucking you.” There’s an agony etched in his words. It sounds like he’s telling me goodbye and I’ve only just now realized it.
“Carter,” I say as I turn in his embrace, ignoring the pain from the belt which is still present, bringing my hands to either side of his hard jaw and try to kiss him back, but he pulls away.
“I thought I loved you.” Every bit of the man who brings terror to all who defy him is gone. There’s a softness in his eyes that begs me to accept it all, to bow down to him and bend to his will. No matter what it is.
But I can’t. Not anymore. Not after what happened, and I saw the truth of what’s to come. And if that means this is the end…
I gaze into his eyes as he stares into mine, and I can feel the unspoken words. Either I submit to him, or I’m his enemy.
“I love you, Carter. But I won’t be your songbird anymore. Not when you chose to ignore the one thing I need from you.”
“You want me to surrender and that’s something I can’t do.” He swallows thickly, the hard edge to his tone growing rougher. “You’re making it impossible for us to be together.”
The tension between us is too real, so thick and so suffocating. “So are you,” I tell him. “I love you, but I will go to war against you.” My words are shaky as they leave my lips. “I still love you, Carter. And I still want you.” The last words come out rushed and I beg him to believe me.
“I will kill every man of the army that backs you, Aria. I will destroy them all until there’s no reason left to fight.” He doesn’t mention anything about love. Only war.
“I will die to protect them,” I tell him the truth. They’re my family. And they’ve protected me. “I have to,” I plead with him to understand.
He doesn’t conceal the pain my answer causes him. And that only makes my own suffering grow. “Where is that loyalty for me? For my brothers?”
“I will never hurt them or you.” The thought of them dying at the hands of my own family clutches my heart in a vise. My voice cracks as I speak, “I only said I would protect my own.”
“Little naïve songbird… I wish you could.”





CHAPTER 117
Aria

Every time I make even the tiniest of movements, the ache between my legs consumes my body.
I both hate it and love it. I love the reminder that Carter came for me; I hate that I’m again faced with the reality I can’t outrun.
I’ve been watching the news and listening to the guards. I know blood has already been spilled. Yesterday I got a glimpse of it, but I wasn’t sure. Today Addison’s kept the news on and I know for certain the war has begun.
I recognize the names of some of the men in my father’s army. The soldiers. Men who have gathered in my kitchen late at night. Men who have shared dinner with my family from time to time.
Men who have been kind to me.
Men who have looked after me when my father wasn’t there.
Men who have children and wives.
And the names I don’t recognize from men who live on the east side of the state… I imagine they have families too. Or did. Before this happened.
My father made me go to the funerals whenever someone died. Always. I’ve never missed any of them. He said they were family and deserved that respect. As much as I’ve hated my father and as much as I think I’m nothing but a bother to him, or maybe a bad memory of my mother, I always respected the dead and their families.
This time I won’t be able to, and for some reason that hurts me deeper than I think it should.
Two names that haven’t come up are Nikolai and Mika.
The first, a man who I’ve loved in more way than one.
And the second, a man I’ve dreamed of killing myself.
In this world, there are men who are good, and there are men who are evil. I won’t be convinced otherwise. In war, both types of men die. And both types of men populate every army.
“How are you doing this morning?” Addison’s question pulls my gaze from the coffee maker to her. I meant to turn it on and never did. I can’t concentrate on anything else but the war.
She looks like she didn’t get any sleep at all. The dark circles under her eyes are a dead giveaway. “I came in to check on you last night, but you were already asleep.”
My lungs seize thinking how grateful I am that she didn’t come in while Carter was there. I’ve never felt so torn in my life as I did last night. It’s an impossible situation.
“Yeah, I passed out.” I offer the lame excuse and it feels fake on my tongue knowing I’m hiding the truth from her. I finally hit the button to start up the machine but then have to check to make sure I added water. I did.
All the while, Addison heads to the fridge as if it’s any other kitchen, knowing Eli fully stocked it last night.
I almost tell her Carter came over purely out of guilt, but I swallow my words. She won’t understand. She clears her throat and speaks before I can confess though.
“I saw Daniel… that’s what took me so long.”
Unshed tears shimmer in her eyes and she slams the fridge door shut before tossing the butter on the counter so she has both hands free to press her palms to her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“You have no reason to be. Out of everyone involved, you have no reason to be,” I say and wish she could understand how empathetic I am to her. “I get it. Let it out,” I tell her while putting my hand on her shoulder and running it back and forth to try to soothe her.
“I just can’t believe he’d be okay with the way Carter treated you. That he would do nothing.”
I let out a long breath, understanding why she’s standing so strongly against Daniel, but hating that I’m a part of that reason.
“I’ve come to terms with two things,” I tell her, hoping it will help her. “One, I love Carter even if he hates me.” The first confession brings her eyes to mine. “Two, I’m not going to sit back and do nothing. I won’t ever let him do something that will hurt me or my family without fighting him.”
“How can you be with him, knowing…?” She doesn’t finish, but she doesn’t have to.
“I don’t know how. I honestly don’t. And I don’t know if any of it really matters.” I lean my back against the counter and grip on to it from behind. “I can’t stop this war. I can’t protect everyone. I can’t stop the people I love from dying.” As I say the last part, my mother comes to mind and I try to block her out. I’m already spent with emotion and trying to balance right and wrong, love and war, that any mention of her will be my undoing and it’s not even ten o’clock in the morning.
“This life is brutal,” I whisper and then clear my throat to face Addison again. “But it’s my life. And I want to be in control of my own decisions.”
“You know we’re still locked up, right?” Judging by the hint of a smile on her lips, her words are meant to make me laugh and they do, a small breath of a laugh.
Reaching for the butter and content to let the conversation die, she adds, “Let’s eat before we think of how we’re going to escape.”
“I can hear you,” a voice says from behind us and scares the shit out of me. Eli’s in the doorway, a smirk on his lips and if he was closer I’d be tempted to smack it off his face.
“I’m sure you all can,” I answer him and look toward the ceiling. “I haven’t found the cameras yet.”
He doesn’t respond to my jabs as I watch the coffee maker sputter the last bit of my caffeine addiction into a ceramic mug. Instead, he tells me, “You have a message.”
He’s so tall, it only takes four strides for him to close the gap between us and reach me, holding out a folded piece of paper.
“Did you read it?” I ask him before taking the small piece of parchment.
His stare is hard and unforgiving as he answers, “Yes.” Pissed off from the lack of privacy, I easily toss the precious piece of paper onto the counter. I have no idea who it’s from, but I continue moving around my warden to look for sugar in the cabinets.
“Does Carter know?” I ask him when I finally find it. I close the door slowly, holding the box of sugar tighter than I should.
“Yes.”
I nod and then ask, “Is it from him?”
I would be surprised if it was, since he didn’t have much else to say last night, and Eli proves my assumption correct with a single word.
“No.”
I swallow down the sudden pang of anxiety, wondering who it’s from and what it says, but I don’t dare let on to Eli.
“You don’t have to hate me,” he says as I continue to walk around him and Addison as she fries something on the stove.
“You don’t have to hover,” I answer him immediately.
Without another word, he leaves, and I feel guilty although I know I shouldn’t.
“What are you cooking?” I ask Addison after he’s left, staring at the piece of paper without reaching for it.
“Eggs, do you want some?” she asks, peeking at me and then at the paper. I’m surprised she doesn’t ask about it; I can see the question in her eyes.
“Sure,” I answer just to be friendly. I don’t think I could eat if I tried though. I’m already sick to my stomach.
“How do you like them?” she asks before flipping her own in the pan.
“Over easy, please, and thank you,” I tell her, trying to keep my voice upbeat and waiting to open the note until I’m alone.
“Yolk?” Addison makes a face. “Eww. Really I don’t know if we can be friends anymore.” She’s only joking though. I know she is, but the thought of losing her sends a wave of nausea through me.
“Fine,” I tell her back in as playful of a voice I can manage, “I’ll eat them however you’re making them. I like eggs however they come,” I lie. I’ve only ever had eggs over easy. I don’t even eat hard-boiled eggs. I can’t justify why I lie to her or why I’m so nervous and feeling so alone. But I do and am.
“I can make them how ever.” Addison shrugs and then adds, “Over easy is the easiest way anyway. I just don’t like the taste of yolks.”
Her easygoing reply settles the nerves still racing through me, but I glance back at the note and notice when her gaze follows me there. Still, she doesn’t ask questions and I get the feeling that’s a learned habit of hers.
I watch as she cracks two eggs on the side of the pan, then takes a bite of hers from a plate on the right side of the stove.
“I can totally cook them if you want to eat,” I offer, feeling guilty. I can’t shake all these awful feelings running through me.
“I like it,” Addison tells me and then takes another bite. The pan sizzles as the tension runs through my shoulders and the note stares back at me.
“Can I tell you something else?” Addison asks me, scraping her fork on the plate rather than looking at me. When I don’t answer she peeks up at me and I’m quick to nod my head.
“I like that they’re here in a way.”
“Who?” I ask her, feeling my forehead wrinkle with confusion.
“Eli and Cason.” She doesn’t hide the guilt in her tone. “I know they’re basically keeping us hostage but seeing all those people on the TV this morning,” she pauses and visibly swallows. “Hearing the update on the death toll in this gang war?” She rolls her eyes as she repeats what the reporter called it. Looking over her shoulder at me and then reaching for another plate, she tells me, “At least I know we’re safe.”
I can only nod and accept the plate. I’ve been ‘safe’ all my life. There’s no such thing as safe, only the illusion of it. Telling Addison that won’t help her though.
My fork shuffles the eggs around on the plate while Addison watches, but she doesn’t say anything about it. I try to take a bite and then another, but it’s flavorless and it only makes the pit in my stomach feel heavier.
“Are you going to read it?” she asks me and then tilts her head toward the note.
I nod once and finally reach for it, but after I read it, I don’t tell her who it’s from. I don’t tell her what it says either.
All I know is that Eli read it and I don’t know what that means for me.

ARIA,
Meet me tomorrow night. I just need to see you. I need to know you’re all right.
Meet me at the candy shoppe on Main Street. You can walk there; I’ll be there. I promise.
Tomorrow. Eight at night.

YOURS,
Nikolai

“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” she asks me as I feel the blood drain from my face.
The sound of my fork abruptly scraping against the plate drowns out my answer to her. I mutter, “I just need a second,” as I walk past her with the note clenched tight in my hand. It feels like a betrayal of Carter to see Nikolai. But I need to. I have to see him. I have to know he’s all right.
My steps are deliberate as I walk as quickly as I can toward the stairwell, intent on searching out Eli. I don’t have to look far; he’s waiting for me at the top of the stairs.
“Eli,” I speak his name quickly like I can’t get it out fast enough. The uncertainty I’m feeling makes my skin tingle as I hold up the note.
“Aria,” he says my name back easily and as if nothing’s wrong.
“You read this?” I ask him even though he already told me he did.
He only nods.
“Are you going to stop me from seeing him?” I ask him, the strength in my voice threatening to vanish at any moment.
“It depends.”
“On what?” I ask him with no patience at all.
“On what Carter tells me to do,” he answers, and I stand here helplessly in front of him.
“Are you going to kill him?” It’s the next logical thought.
He hesitates, and I plead with him, “I won’t run from you if you let me go to him. I need to see him.”
He only takes a moment to respond, “I’m waiting to hear Carter’s decision,” and I can’t contain my frustration any longer.
“You go ahead and wait. My decision is made.” I know my words mean nothing to the cadre of soldiers surrounding me. It’s a false threat, but I’m done playing these games where I’m some damsel trapped in a tower.
“Before you storm off,” Eli begins with a straight face before I can turn my back on him and do exactly as he thought I would, storm off.
He holds out a package and I stare at it cautiously rather than take it. “What is it?” I ask him.
“You don’t trust me now?” he asks with a hint of an asymmetric grin.
I don’t respond. This isn’t a game to me, it’s my life.
“It’s from Carter.” He holds it out to me and I finally accept it, reeling with emotions I can’t even begin to describe.
“What is it?” I ask him, but he only shrugs. The box isn’t particularly big or small, so I can’t even begin to guess what it contains.
“Tell him I want to see Nikolai… please.”
With a short nod, he puts his hands behind his back and takes his position as if guarding the stairwell was what he was told to do. And maybe he was. Maybe Carter thought I’d run down the stairs and out the door the moment I got a note from Nikolai.
I don’t wait to get to the bedroom to open the package. I peel back the tape as I walk, and force open the box.
Inside is a phone, simple and black, and art supplies, a drawing pad, and colored pencils.
Such little things, but I stare at them on the bed for far too long in silence, wishing I hadn’t grown up in this world.
  





CHAPTER 118
Carter

Hours have passed, but she hasn’t moved from the bed. Occasionally she flips open the sketch pad, but she doesn’t draw like she did before.
Mostly she looks at the phone, expecting it to ring.
She’s waiting on me. She’s waiting for my move, but I don’t know what the best action to take is.
Every time my phone rings and I’m given intel on where the men are and where they’re going, my orders are immediate, confident, and not to be questioned. All who stand in my way will fall.
But what Aria wants… I sit back in my seat, observing her as she stares at the pad in her lap. I don’t know how much leeway to give her. Free of her cage, my songbird might very well never come back to me given what I’m planning to do. And I can’t have that. Aria is mine.
“How many men did Romano send in there?” Daniel asks as he walks into the office unannounced. No knocking whatsoever. I guess some things don’t change.
Taking a deep breath that stretches my back, I answer him, “Four.”
“And he wants us to send a dozen?” His tone is incredulous, but I had the same exact reaction and I give him a look that says as much.
Turning my attention to Daniel, I take in his dark eyes and the rough stubble that’s overgrown on his jaw. He’s still in the same shirt he was wearing yesterday too.
“Did you sleep?” I ask him, and he shakes his head no, but he moves the conversation back to business matters. Back to busying himself and ending the bullshit that keeps him from having Addison back.
“Jett went down late last night to Carlisle. He said this morning that he counted at least twenty-two Talvery soldiers that come and go down the block.”
“That’s right inside the northern border between the two of us, not between Romano and him.”
“Right,” he answers me, but I didn’t need him to say a damn thing, I just needed a moment to think.
“Are the rest of the areas high density like that?”
“High density?” he echoes, not understanding. He hasn’t been back long and he’s still catching up.
“Instead of spreading his men out, he’s keeping them heavy and clustered in one area? Or is this the only street like that?” Crossing my right ankle over my left knee, I lean back in the chair and pick up a pen to tap it against the desk as I think.
“It’s like that three blocks from the divide between Romano and Talvery on the upper east side. Bedford, I think it is.”
“Where are the rest of them?” I ask him. “I want a count and whereabouts of his men at all times.”
“We need more eyes out if we want that intel. Jett can’t move if he wants to pick them off.”
“Then get them.”
“Most of our men are surrounding the safe house…” For the first time since beginning this conversation, he lowers his voice to confess, “I don’t want to move them.”
“So, we need to take on an army with only a handful of men.”
“Skilled men hired for this express purpose. Men who have been waiting for this for how long?” Daniel reminds me. Most of the men we picked up came with us for a reason. Hate is a better motivator than fear is and Talvery’s made more enemies in his decades of reign than I’d like to give him credit for. As he grew older, he grew harder.
I wasn’t the first boy he nearly beat to death for dealing in his territory. The others had families though, families who knew exactly who was responsible. Families who came to me, knowing we shared a common enemy.
I glance at the monitor, at my songbird who’s staring at nothing and consumed by her helplessness. For a split second, I wonder if she knows everything her father did. But I already know she doesn’t.
Daniel continues the conversation, hellbent on coming up with a plan. “Jett thinks we could use eight men total, two on each corner of that street and the other four on the other side to clean up that area.”
“Eight men, to take on their twenty?” My voice is flat, my gaze pinned to his, but all I can see is how this will go down. How we can take out each of them.
“Romano’s supposed to be sending down four in the next two days to go in, since he wants clean kills to avoid the news and having to pay off more cops. But I think we should hit them tomorrow night with the automatic assault rifles we just got from the docks.”
I nod my head in agreement. Clean kills take more time, time that they’ll use to react. “Why wait until tomorrow?” I ask him.
“It’s Sunday,” Daniel reminds me. A huff leaves me, somewhat sarcastic, somewhat pathetic. There are rules in this industry if you can call it that. No women, no children. Give peace at funerals. And leave Sundays for families. They’re signs of respect and boundaries. The only reason they’re kept is that sometimes enemies become allies and it’s easily justified by saying that the enemy always gave respect.
I know only one man who defied the laws and my little songbird stabbed that fucker to death. Not a soul defended him. And who would when his death was justified for breaking a sacred rule?
Well, that man… and then myself. I took Aria from Talvery.
“Tomorrow night then.” Daniel’s eyes shine brighter with the challenge of pulling this off.
“Jett can stay where he is and take out any of Talvery’s men that survive the hit. We need the police to stay back for at least eight hours. Instead of going in to see who’s still breathing, we let the men try to come out to read the situation, and Jett will pick them off.”
“They’ll be easy to pay off. I know Officer Harold will hold them back for a grand a minute.”
Daniel considers it and then offers another plan. “The alternative would be using explosives. But the street is a good location and that’s a mess that’ll bring too much attention.”
“Hit them tomorrow night with the automatics. Pay off the cops for four hours and we’ll hit the Talvery line up north as a distraction with the RDX, my explosive of choice courtesy of the shit Talvery put us through. Set off the explosives there at the same time as the hit on Carlisle Street. Let them focus on the bombings while we destroy their front line.”
Daniel nods in agreement, relaxing into the chair, although his foot doesn’t stop tapping on the floor, giving away his anxiety.
“Who all is there?” I ask him as my own qualms creep up on me.
“What do you mean?”
“Of Talvery’s men, who…?” I pause to swallow thickly and ask my brother flat out, “Are any of them Aria’s family?”
“Her cousin, Brett, comes by the bakery in the morning. It looks like their usual meet-up spot. He’s been there every morning for the last three days, according to Jett. But at night, no. None of her blood. What she considers family is debatable though.”
“You would think Talvery would be going out full force against Romano,” I answer back instead of entertaining his thoughts on who Aria’s family is.
“He was until yesterday. He moved the men to Carlisle, to our border the night after the dinner.” He clarifies what night he’s referring to when I give him a questioning look. “The night she killed Stephan and Romano passed the message to him. Then, yesterday, something else changed.”
I close my eyes remembering that night, remembering the feeling of pride and lust I had for her growing that night she ended Stephan’s life. “When it was confirmed that we had Aria.”
“Yeah, that’s when he moved more of his men to our side.”
“So, now he’s coming after us?” I can’t help that I smirk, loving the challenge and the flow of adrenaline in my blood.
“There are equal numbers of men posted on the two borders. But if I were him, I’d be gunning for you.”
“He knows we let her kill Stephan.”
“Maybe that’s why it’s equal and why all his men aren’t raiding our turf?”
“A man with two enemies, both pointing guns at him, who knows what he’s thinking?”
Daniel’s tone turns morose. “I have to tell you something you aren’t going to like.”
“And to think… you’re interrupting this pleasant conversation …”
“Look who’s making jokes now.”
“Maybe I’m learning a thing from you.”
“What happened last night that led him to move more men closer to us?”
I ask my brother, “Is that what you have to tell me?” I tap the pen against the desk as I think about everything Romano told me about his plans to decimate them in only four days flat.
Daniel repositions himself and nods, but his eyes are full of worry. “Romano and Talvery know where the girls are.” He visibly swallows and adds, “They followed us.”
I only nod, not wanting to acknowledge that truth. “Are you sure?” I ask him, feeling the tension build in my shoulders.
“Yeah,” he answers with a tired voice, the fidgeting of his foot finally halting as he asks me, “What do we do with the women?”
“If she doesn’t come willingly… I want mine back in the cell when this is over with.”
Daniel’s expression hardens. His disappointment and anger even, are evident. I don’t care what I told her, what promises I’ve made or how fucked a position she’s put me in. I don’t care about any of it. The possessiveness stirs in my blood and I struggle to contain myself, so I settle on redirecting Daniel. “What you do with yours is up to you.”
“You can’t do that to her.” Daniel dares to tell me what I can do. “You can’t lock her up and expect her not to fight back.”
“You’re just pissed this is affecting you and Addison, and I’m sorry for that, but I’m not letting Aria walk away from me. I won’t allow it.” The last sentence is barely spoken through clenched teeth as my heart rate quickens and my hands form white-knuckled fists.
“Do you want a prisoner or a partner?” Daniel’s question catches me off guard.
“She’ll never see me as her partner. I will always be the enemy.” I speak the truth that fills me with dread. This war has to happen. I will kill her father. And she will never see me as anything but an enemy once it’s done.
“Not if you treat her as a partner.”
“I want someone who wants me back,” I confess to him. “I want her to want me back, and that will never happen once this week is done.”
“You’re so blinded by hate that you don’t see it,” Daniel tells me as if I’m a fool.
“You and Addison are different. Don’t look at me like we’re in the same situation. And you fucking know that’s true.” He shakes his head but remains silent.
“I’ll put her back in the cell if I have to,” I tell him with finality, staring past him and at the closed door. She wanted me once and I’ll make it happen again. She’ll learn to forgive.
“What are you doing? I’ve never seen you like this.” Daniel’s expression is worried, but more than that, sympathetic.
“I loved her,” I say, and my answer is harsh; I can feel my control slipping again. It slips so easily with her.
“And?” he questions me as if he doesn’t understand. As if it isn’t obvious that the woman I love is the enemy. Even when all of them are dead and I’ve taken her back, I will always be the enemy to her and there’s nothing I can do about it. Not a damn thing.
“You still love her, so why would you do that to her?”
“I don’t know what love is.”
“You’re being fucking stupid and this ‘woe is me’ bullshit doesn’t look good on you, Carter.”
“Fuck you,” I seethe as I tell my brother off. “Addison will run, and you’ll follow like a little puppy dog, but she’ll come back to you because you didn’t do a damn thing to her. Aria…” My throat gets tighter as I speak, threatening to strangle me if I speak the words aloud. “I’m going to kill her family. I’ve locked her up, I’ve punished her.”
“What you have is different, but it’s obvious to her that you love her. You’ll see.”
“Love isn’t enough sometimes. I don’t know how you’ve gotten stuck on some fantasy, Daniel. I live in the real world, where I’m the villain. So, go ahead and tell me she’ll love me after this. Keep telling yourself that too. Whatever helps you sleep.”
Daniel doesn’t answer. A moment passes and then another before he stands up abruptly and leaves me alone.
The second the door slams shut, I turn back to the monitors, focusing on them as my blood simmers and my gut starts to churn.
My body is ringing with anger, contempt, and fear. I haven’t felt fear in so long. True fear threatens to consume me at the very real possibility of losing her.
Not if you treat her as a partner. Daniel’s words echo in my head, but how can he say that when he knows what that means in this world we inhabit?
Aria’s still staring at the phone and without hesitation, I pick up the phone on my desk and call her.
Only yesterday, she lay across my desk while I played with her cunt and her ass, knowing she loved it and thinking she loved me.
A day can change everything.
The line only rings once before she answers, cradling the phone close with both hands.
“Hello?” Just the sound of her voice is soothing. Everything about her is a balm for the burning rage inside of me.
“Do you hate me?” I ask her, needing to know.
“Have you killed them?”
A sad smirk kicks my lips up as I touch the tips of my fingers to the screen. I can see her swallow as the silence stretches, I can see her start to crumble when I don’t immediately respond. And I hate it. I hate that this is what will happen to her.
“No.” The moment I speak the word, her head falls forward and I hear her take in a deep breath. “But you know it has to happen,” I remind her as she sits up straighter, still cross-legged on the bed.
“I know,” she answers. I watch as she picks at the comforter and then readjusts but winces as she moves. No doubt the lashes from the belt are causing her pain. They barely left a mark on her. I held back, but even so, I know she’s still hurting from it.
I struggle to breathe as she asks me, “So, it’s inevitable that I’ll hate you then?”
“That’s your choice.”
“I know some of the men who have died already,” she confesses with pain etched in her voice. Her words are so strangled and unwilling to be spoken that I almost don’t hear her. It takes me a second and then another, the ticks of the clock marking each of them.
She covers her mouth with her hand, pulling the phone to one side as she gathers her composure, but keeps the other end pressed close to her ear.
“There is always loss in this business,” is all I can give her until I think to add, “I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry too,” she tells me after a moment.
“This is no different than before when men standing in front of your father were shot, so to speak. They fight for him, and they die for him. It’s all happened before.”
“I’ll tell you something that maybe you don’t find obvious, Carter.” Aria finds her strength and it gives me hope until she speaks. “I hated the men who killed them before. I just didn’t have a face to associate with their deaths.”
“Romano.”
“What?” she questions and in even a single word, I feel the hope start to rise inside of me again.
“Direct your hate there, not at me.” Maybe I’m a coward for hiding behind Romano while I can, but she can’t hate me. I don’t know what I’ll become if she does.
She lies back slowly on the bed, ever so slowly, and stares at the ceiling before she asks, “This, wasn’t you?
“I haven’t had to do anything yet, but things have changed.”
“What’s changed?” she immediately asks, but her voice is even, devoid of emotion. I can hear her swallow as she asks me, “What exactly has changed?” She bunches the top sheet in her hand absently, waiting for my answer.
I question telling her for only a moment. But ultimately, I decide to give her what she wants. To treat her like a partner in this.
“The number of your father’s men that have moved closer to Carlisle Street.”
“Where’s Carlisle?” she asks with her hand falling back onto the bed, but still gripping the sheet.
As much as she’d like to know what’s going on, she has so much to learn.
“One street up from where our territories are divided, Miss Talvery.” My cock hardens as I speak to her like this as if I’m negotiating with the enemy. My little songbird is playing the part of the queen. And what a queen she would make.
“I don’t like it when you call me that,” she says quietly, but her lips stay parted long after the word is spoken. I watch on the screen as her hand moves to her belly.
“Your father is preparing to invade and conquer and he’s making it obvious.”
“He’s defending his territory.” She’s quick to reply, and I find her logic appropriate. Which makes me sit back farther in my seat.
“Remember who you are, Aria.”
“I’m still figuring out who I am, Carter.” The air of dominance wraps around her like a cloak when she talks to me like that, with only a whisper of submission. When she gives herself to me with no pretense, only honesty.
And I take that moment to tell her exactly who she is and will always be. “You’re mine.”
“Am I?” Her voice is coated in sadness as she closes her eyes.
“Yes,” the word is practically hissed as I lean closer to the screen, wishing I were there with her now.
“And if I leave this place; if I leave… to see someone?” she asks me, and I know exactly what she’s talking about. “Would I still be yours?” My pulse hammers in my ears and I bite back the initial response and the next.
I give her the only truth I know, “You will always be mine.”
“Carter,” Aria’s voice breaks and she covers her eyes with her hand as she talks. “I’m scared.”
“You’re brave,” I tell her, and she lets out a humorless laugh on the other end of the phone.
“I’m afraid I’m going to fail and we’ll both be left with no one,” she tells me, wiping under her eyes and repositioning herself on the bed, once again wincing. My gaze flicks to the nightstand where I left the cooling balm, still right where it was last night.
Ignoring her statement and refusing to think of that possibility, I ask her instead, “Are you still hurting from your punishment?”
Again, I’m given that huff of a laugh before she answers, “Yes. You left your mark on me, Mr. Cross.”
“It’s not the only mark I want to leave on you, songbird.”
I hear her breathe in deeply on the other end and I lower my voice, forgetting everything but the two of us when I ask her, “Do you love it when I call you that?”
A second passes before she whispers, “Yes.”
Again, I reach up to the screen, wishing I could touch her right now. But I can’t. Not when I know the enemy could come at any moment. My men will stay with her and protect her. So long as she’s safe, that’s all that matters.
“You need to use the balm I gave you,” I tell her and watch for her reaction.
She glances at it but doesn’t move. The tension rises inside of me at her ignoring the request. A request made to help her.
“What if I want to feel it?” she asks me before I can scold her, and confusion runs through me. “What if I think I deserve to still feel the pain and I don’t want the balm?” Her voice cracks slightly, but she holds her ground.
My poor Aria. The weight of two conflicting worlds is resting on her shoulders. And the consequences are heavier than any one person could possibly bear.
“You need to heal, so that if you disobey me again,” I tease her, “I’ll have a fresh canvas to work with when you do.” I feel the ease of a smile grow on my face as the tension subsides with her genuine laughter. It’s muted, soft, and just as feminine as Aria is.
“I guess I didn’t think of that,” she says before climbing to the edge of the bed and kicking off the thin sweatpants she’s wearing. She isn’t wearing any underwear.
The realization reminds me that I’m hard for her.
My dick throbs as it presses against my zipper and I want to lean back, to readjust, but I find myself leaning in closer to the monitor.
Holding the phone between her ear and her shoulder, she’s able to grab the balm. She asks me, “Can you see me right now?”
“Yes.”
I’m rewarded with a small smile on her lips as she looks around the room, searching for cameras she won’t find.
“Put the balm down, Aria,” I command her, feeling my cock twitch with need. I watch as she obeys me, setting it back down and standing in nothing but a thin cotton t-shirt.
“Yes, Carter,” she simpers into the phone.
“Put the phone on speaker,” I tell her, keeping my voice even so she won’t have an inkling of my deep and heavy lust for her. She does as I tell her, and the moment she does I give her another command. “Set it on the bed and get on all fours like how I had you last night.”
With the angle of the camera, I can see her pussy easily. I can even see up her shirt as it hangs around her waist and her pale pink nipples are obviously visible. “You’re fucking perfect,” I groan deep in my throat as I unzip my pants and fist my cock, pumping it once and then again.
Swallowing hard I watch as her fingers move to her sex, and she glistens with arousal.
“Do you like this, Mr. Cross?” she asks me with the sultry voice of a vixen.
“Miss Talvery, I fucking love it.” I push my confession through clenched teeth. As I stroke myself, she presses her fingers into her cunt and when she does, her eyes close and her cheek pushes against the pillow.
Her lips part and I can just barely hear the sweet moan of pleasure.
“I wish I could shove my cock down your throat right now,” I tell her as precum leaks from my slit. I rub it over the head of my dick and shivers of desire run down my spine and straight through my body, making my toes curl.
Like the good girl she is, she tells me back, “You’d make me choke on it. I love it when you do that.” Her dirty words make my cock impossibly hard and I know I’m going to cum.
“Fuck yourself faster,” I command her, and she immediately obeys. Pushing her small fingers in and out of her tight cunt. Her back bows and her hips sway with her impending orgasm.
“Hold still and grab your ass where I struck you while you cum for me,” I tell her as my balls draw up. And she does. With her head pressed into the pillow, one hand squeezing the marks on her ass and the other fucking herself, she cums violently, falling to her side and screaming out my name.
My name.
I lose myself with her, cumming into my hand like a high school prick and wishing there was nothing that separated us. Wishing we lived in a different world.





CHAPTER 119
Aria

It’s an odd rush of emotion that flows through me. The fear and anxiety are most easily described, but there are others tangled in a knot in the pit of my stomach.
Carter made it all go away when he told me to touch myself. Submitting to him makes everything go away and the feeling lasts long after he hangs up the phone.
As I walk out of the bedroom, knowing I’m doing something he’d prefer I didn’t, the haze and comfort that comes from submitting to him dims. It’s a consequence I accept. Before he ended our conversation, he told me what I chose tonight is up to me. He’s giving me the choice, and I won’t waste it.
I want to be more than I have been all my life.
A touch of shame washes over me as I think, I want to be a woman who could stand by Carter’s side. It’s shameful because this isn’t for Carter. This meeting isn’t for my father.
This meeting with Nikolai isn’t even for him.
It’s for me.
My heart pounds in my chest, as does the adrenaline in my blood. Tonight, I’ll live up to my name. To be Aria Talvery, daughter of a ruthless crime lord. And a woman standing between two men waging war.
My father would have me stay willingly in my room. My lover would have me stay willingly locked in his house.
I’ll stay and stand where I want after tonight until I see my end. No matter if that means I’ll lose both men.
Even if the pleasure Carter gave me only an hour ago is still coursing through my veins.
I can hear Addison making something in the kitchen and I hesitate to go in to see her. I haven’t told her a damn thing and it feels like I’m lying to her by keeping these secrets from her.
As I step in to tell her I’m going out, the microwave beeps and the smell of chicken noodle soup fills my lungs. Comfort food, even though there’s no comfort here.
The air is easy between us, but I know it won’t last when she turns around and sees me. I’ve been struggling with whether or not I should tell her since I got the note. I want to lean on her, to confide in her, but I also want to save her from this awfulness that rages inside of me.
I don’t know what to do. I honestly have no idea what to do, but I know if she asks me, I’ll tell her about everything. And I’ll never lie to her.
“Dinner?” I ask her as she pulls the door open, not peeking back behind her to answer me. I wish she would. I wish I could get this part over with.
“You want some?” she asks softly, devoid of the cheeriness I anticipate from her. I watch as she sets the bowl down after removing the paper towel covering the top and trashing it. That’s when she finally looks up at me.
“Are you okay?” I ask her a question first, but she ignores it, asking her own instead.
“Where are you going?” Addison’s voice is thick with sleep. “Are you meeting Carter?” The deep crease in the center of her forehead is evidence enough of her concern, but she quickly fists her hands and places one on each hip as her chest rises. The act actually makes me smile and eases some of the nerves bubbling inside of my chest.
I love her and her protectiveness. I wish I could hide in it.
“I have a meeting with someone else,” I tell her and feel that unease rise up higher, into my throat and bringing true fear with it as she asks me, “Does Carter know?”
“Yes,” I answer her in a single unsteady breath.
Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, she doesn’t respond, and I watch as the fight in her subsides. I can read the questions on her face, but she chooses not to ask any of them. The biggest two being “who?” and “why?” I was so like her once in my life.
“I’ll be okay.” I can at least give her that to ease her worries, although it feels like I won’t be okay. It feels like I’m risking everything, and the consequences will be severe. I know it all already, I’ve weighed all the risks and thought of each outcome.
But I have to do this. “I have to try something to stop all of this.” I give her a little more, hinting at what I’m doing, but she doesn’t ask additional questions.
“You surprise me,” Addison admits, her lips turned down into a frown although I’m not sure why.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, ignoring the obvious and feeling my heart try to climb into my throat. I cautiously step closer, not wanting to hurt her or leave her feeling like she’s anything but my friend, my closest friend.
I have to clasp my hands together in front of me to keep from reaching out to her, but it doesn’t matter, because she reaches out to me first. Brushing her hand against my forearm, she gives me a hesitant smile.
“You handle it all so much better than I do, and I just…” As she trails off, her tone says it all. She feels weak.
I can’t stand her reaction and I squash her thoughts as quickly as I can. “I don’t handle it well; I barely handle it at all.” I try to joke with her, but it doesn’t work. She takes in a deep, unsteady breath and then looks back to the bowl of soup.
“Daniel asked me to forgive him yesterday.”
The sudden change in topic startles me and I don’t know if she’s upset with me or not. I ask in a near whisper, “What did you say?”
“I said that I didn’t know how I could. That when I fell in love with him, he was a different man.”
“I’m sorry,” I tell her as I grab her hand.
She’s choked up and I find it contagious as she looks up toward the tallest cabinet and speaks to it, rather than me to keep from crying. “He said I’m good at lying to myself but that it’s okay and that he still loves me.” She sniffles, wiping under her eyes even though the tears haven’t fallen yet. “Can you believe the balls he has?” Her lips twitch up into a sad smirk, but it doesn’t stay long as she gives in to the tears.
“I miss him,” she cries softly into my shoulder and clings to me. I’m quick to hold her tightly, hugging her as she breaks down. It fucking hurts seeing her like this. If I could go back, I’d keep her from learning the truth. I wish she’d never seen what happened. I wish she’d never peeked into this world I can’t escape.
She pulls away after only a few seconds, shaking out her hands and walking away, but then comes right back. Her unease shows as she paces like I do but in much smaller circles.
“I feel crazy,” she mutters and sniffles again.
“The Cross boys are good at making the women they love go crazy,” I answer her in a deadpan tone with a weak smile. It takes a minute for her to look me in the eyes, and when she does, she doesn’t accept the humor in my response.
“I swear I didn’t know the things they do. But he told me he’s always been a bad man and that it never stopped him from loving me. Or me from loving him before.”
I rub her arm, feeling like it’s all my fault and hating myself for it. I wish I could go back. If only I could. There’s so much I would change.
“I want to leave with him, but he won’t leave his brothers and I don’t think I could ever ask him to do that, but together they will live like this… rule like this.”
“He’s not a bad man, Addie.” I don’t know where she’s going with this, but I refuse to let her focus on something that will never change. “And what they do… they do because they have to.” I swallow down the pain of the words, knowing I’ve had to choke on that excuse for as long as I’ve lived.
“How can we live like this, knowing what they do? What they’re capable of?”
“We remember why they are the way they are. And we give them the love they need, so long as they give it back to us.” I stare into her eyes, meaning every word.
“I know they need love. They desperately need to be loved.” Tears prick at my own eyes as she looks away from me, but I see from her expression that she knows it’s true. There’s nothing in the world that would deny that truth.
Addison wipes under her eyes with the sleeves of her pajama shirt. She’s dressed for bed, exhausted and dealing with the weight of loving a man from the world I grew up in. Part of me is jealous of her, a very small part, but it’s there. “He loves you, Addie,” I whisper to her, squeezing her hand.
She squeezes mine back and then lets her hand drop to her side. “I know, but if I accept it, I’m no better than he is. And I’ll never be okay with what Carter did to you. I don’t care if you are.”
“Carter and Daniel are different men.” My answer comes out harsher than I wanted, and I attempt to soften it by adding, “And I know Carter’s reason, Addie.” I try to tell her more, but the words won’t come out. I can’t tell her about what my father did and what Carter thinks he heard. If I told her that, the next logical thing to say would be that it wasn’t me he heard. The voice he heard that gave him the strength to keep living didn’t belong to me.
My heart plummets painfully in my chest at the thought of my secret, making me feel sick once again.
“When are you leaving me?” Addie asks, changing the subject again and moving back to the counter to grab a spoon from the drawer. The metal clinks against the ceramic as she stirs her soup. “A secret meeting in the middle of the night?” She tries to add a sense of playfulness into the chide, but it doesn’t come out strong enough.
As I answer her, she lifts the spoon to her lips, blowing on the soup and then swallowing it.
“Not so secret, and I’ll be back soon.”
“Should I ask what it’s about?”
I don’t know what to tell her, and I remember all the times I was curious but too afraid to ask. I wish someone had taken my fear away from me and told me more about the world I was living in. That’s what fuels me to tell her, “I’m meeting a friend I grew up with who’s one of my father’s men.”
Her face pales as she peeks toward the doorway to the kitchen. Maybe she expects to find Eli there, I don’t know, but then she whispers, “Should you be doing that?”
Her eyes plead with me to be truthful and so I answer her honestly, putting a hand on her shoulder and not daring to take my gaze away from hers as I say, “I should have done it sooner.”
“What if he tries to take you back?” The raw note of fear in her voice means more to me than I could ever tell her.
I shake my head. “Eli is coming with me, and Carter knows about it. I’m not leaving you, Addison. I promise. He wouldn’t let it happen.”
“So, you two…?” She doesn’t finish the question.
“Are… speaking, but still not okay,” I answer slowly.
“Why go then?” she asks, and I know she’ll understand my reasoning.
“He’s my friend, and he’s going to die or he’s going to help kill the man I love.” Tears brim, but I hold them back. It’s the painful truth, and I know I need to change it. “If I don’t do something, those are the only two outcomes.”
“Are you…” Addie looks anywhere but at me, until she gathers her thoughts and finally asks a question I don’t know the answer to. “Whatever you tell him, or ask of him… will he listen to you?”
Cason comes into view from the very doorway she was just looking toward. “I don’t know,” I answer her with a weak smile, although I stare back at Cason. Something thuds hard within my chest knowing Nikolai has always tried to keep things from me. He thinks it protects me, but I know now that he’s wrong.
Addison’s gaze follows mine and the clinking of her spoon against the bowl as she places her dishes in the sink marks the finality of our discussion. “Be safe,” she tells me quietly as she leaves.
“You too,” I tell her and listen to the sound of her retreating down the hall to the bedrooms as Cason steps into the kitchen. His jeans are dirty, covered in mud from the knees down.
He was doing something… and I can only imagine it involved a shovel and shallow grave.
“I heard you might be going out.” Cason starts talking the moment Addie’s out of the kitchen. I wonder if she stopped in the hall, holding her breath and staying as still as she can so she can listen.
I’ve done that more times than I can count.
“I am.” My answer is hard as I look Cason in the eye. “Right now, actually.”
“Are you sure you want to do that?” he questions me. The man’s nearly a foot taller than me, with broad shoulders and arms that are a dead giveaway he spends too much time in the gym.
“You’re the muscle.” I ignore his question and ask him my own. “Aren’t you?”
He tilts his head, considering me.
“You guys have a certain look to you,” I explain as I walk through the kitchen and head to the living room. It’s a modern house with an open concept floor plan, so he has no problem viewing me as he crosses his arms and leans against the wall.
“The scar on your chin, the tattoos across your knuckles, probably where they’re scarred too,” I speak to him as the vision of men my father referred to as the muscle, invades my memory. They’d come to the house every once in a while, with big envelopes stuffed full of cash they’d leave for him. As polite as they were to me, I knew what they did.
They beat the shit out of men who didn’t pay up. My gaze drifts to the mud on Cason’s shins… and they buried the men who didn’t learn the lesson fast enough.
Slipping on my shoes, leather ballet flats, I peek up at Cason and ask him, “Do you have bullet hole scars too?”
His eyes are still assessing me as the silence drags on. It doesn’t even look like he’s breathing as I stand tall and make my way back to him. There’s a matte black earpiece in his right ear, and I wonder if Carter’s listening. I wonder if Carter’s asking him to stop me because he doesn’t have the balls to do it himself.
Fed up with Cason forcing me to talk to myself, I tell him, “It’s three blocks down, and Eli is accompanying me. Thank you for your concern.”
As I walk toward the stairway, glancing at the clock on the stove to make sure I’m on schedule, Cason decides to walk in front of me, his large chest becoming as unyielding and firm as a brick wall.
“I urge you to reconsider,” he tells me with a voice that comes from deep in his throat. Towering over me, he’s a man who creates fear. And it stirs in my blood, warning me to back down and simply survive the encounter. I look him in the eyes and tell him calmly with a hint of a smile and a narrowed glare, “See, I knew you were the muscle.” Inwardly, I feel like I’m about to choke on a spiked ball of panic.
I stare into his dark eyes, meeting his gaze and refusing to back down. Not this second, and not the next. Never.
“I’m going,” I tell him with finality and strength I don’t feel anywhere else.
“As you wish.” His answer is accompanied by a look of disappointment. Clenching his jaw, he moves his gaze back to the kitchen.
My body sags and I heave in a breath when Cason turns his back to me to go down the stairs first. The sinking feeling that chills every inch of my skin is something I’ve felt before and I hate it. It will always come. Those who are bigger, scarier, and hold an air of darkness around them will always bring out my survival instinct to run. But they die just like the rest of us.
I only peek up to Cason’s back when I hear him as he grabs his ear. I can hear the bellowing that’s coming from it from where I stand.
“Aria,” Cason starts speaking before he’s fully turned to me. “Please forgive me for trying to intimidate you.” He chokes on his words as if terrified of getting them wrong and the look in his eyes couldn’t be further from the look that gave me goosebumps only moments ago.
“I forgive you,” I answer him slowly, questioning my own response and wanting to know what the fuck just happened. The question lingers in my words as they reach his ear. Or rather, the earpiece that’s still filled with the yells of someone on the other end. An enraged Carter, naturally. My lips threaten to tug into a smile as I hear his voice, but I contain it as Cason continues.
“Your decisions are your own and I have absolutely no right to interfere. I’m only here to protect you.”
It’s as if he’s speaking an oath. His gaze is genuinely full of remorse and I wonder what he really thinks of me. I haven’t thought of that at all until this moment.
“I’ll never turn my back on you again,” he tells me with both of his hands clasped in front of him apologetically. He even lowers his head some, hunching his shoulders to meet my gaze at eye level. “Would you like me to take you to Eli?”

“NO NEED.” Eli’s voice startles me and I’m ashamed I jump backward. Eli’s smile is wicked like he’s proud he got to me. With my hand on my chest and my back against the wall, he passes me a white jean jacket.
“You scared me,” I tell him in the same breath I exhale. My heart still feels like it’s about to leap out of my chest.
“I know,” he says, grinning like a Cheshire cat before resuming his normal dominating stance.
“Carter wanted me to give this to you, in case you’d be needing it,” he tells me, and I snatch it from him. It matches my outfit, which I do and don’t like about this situation. I want to ask where the cameras are. I want to question both men and demand they tell me everything Carter tells them, but I don’t want to give away how little I know. Not to them.
“Asshole,” I mutter as I right myself and steady my breath. Cason lets out a snort of a laugh and the tension between the three of us eases some. But only for a moment.
“I’m sorry, Aria,” Cason tells me as I drape the jacket over my forearm. “I have strong opinions and I know I need to keep them to myself and I’m sorry,” he rambles slightly, but his tone is genuine, and his green eyes shine with remorse.
“I get it,” I tell him. “I know what war means and what this means.” I look him in the eyes as I answer and neither of us wavers, not until Eli speaks up.
“Are you ready to meet with the enemy?” Eli asks me, and I can’t look at either of them as I answer, “I already have.”
From the corner of my eye, I see the smile wane on his face, but Eli nudges me with his shoulder before walking out in front.
“Be smart, Aria,” Cason warns as my small footsteps echo in the foyer. My quickened pulse increases even more and I have to walk a little quicker to keep up with Eli.
It didn’t feel real until just now.
The crickets are out tonight, and the sky is lit with so many stars. More stars than I’ve ever seen in Fallbrook.
“How long until we’re there?” I ask Eli, breathing in the crisp air of the cool summer night and ignoring the roiling in the pit of my stomach. The anxiety numbs my hands and I clench and unclench them before deciding to shrug on the jacket and slip my hands into my pockets.
Taking a look around to my left and right, this street is nothing but houses. I barely remember that from the drive up. The next street is where the houses are grouped closer together and there’s something on the corner, a church or a liquor store, maybe both. I don’t remember.
“Not long, he’s already waiting,” Eli tells me, but the playfulness, the easiness from the stairwell are all but forgotten.
He glances at me as I keep my pace steady with his, taking strides more often since he’s taller than me. The sound of a car driving up the next street over makes him pause and he holds his arm out, stopping me from moving out into the street and pushing me closer to the brick fence of the house to my left. A moment passes, and the sound of the car diminishes. The voices from the same earpiece Cason was wearing make me stare at Eli. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I know he’s getting information about something.
Dread and panic mix together, making my legs feel weak. Eli glances up at the house, to the second floor and waits, then a sound creeps into his ear and he nods.
The nod wasn’t for me and as Eli looks down at me and smiles politely, both of us know it.
“It’s clear, Miss…” He stops and clears his throat then says, “Aria.”
The dread’s still there, making my hands clammy and causing my throat to tighten.
“I was hoping you wouldn’t do this,” Eli tells me and continues to stare straight ahead even as I look up at him, willing him to look me in the eyes.
Since he doesn’t look back at me, I stare straight ahead as well. “If you thought I’d lie down and let this go on without trying to stop it, you were wrong.”
“There’s no way to stop this.”
“I stood by before and did nothing while I watched family die,” I speak quietly and swallow the knot that forms in my throat as I think of my mother. After taking a moment to compose myself, I tell Eli with finality, “I won’t do it again.”





CHAPTER 120
Carter

I hate being in this office. Watching cameras and waiting. I don’t miss the rush of being on the streets, but I hate not being beside the men who are risking their lives for me right now. Without the first move made on this side, the leaks and intel can’t be trusted.
I’m waiting. The adrenaline competes inside of me with the hate and pent-up rage. And here I sit. Waiting.
“Carter.” Jace’s voice carries through the closed door. I haven’t left since Daniel slammed it shut earlier and it’s only now that I remember our fight. My brothers rotate in and out of my office, I’m used to them coming and going. And seemingly forgetting past conversations in order to handle business.
“Come in,” I call out to him, and instantly the door opens.
“The Red Room, the stash in the backroom is gone, and the fucker who broke in last night to take it was found face down in the river this morning.” Jace’s words come out like an assault as he paces to the chair across from me, gripping the back of it and staring at me waiting for answers.
All day, this is what I do. Accept information and move chess pieces. That’s how true empires are built. The bloodshed is nearly the conquering of a knight. Some poor fool dies, so the men with power make a simple move, knowing more are to come and there’s more game left to play.
“Do the cops have any idea who did it?” I ask him, bringing my thumb to my chin and running the pad along the stubble there. I need to shave. Jace and I are more alike than I care to admit. The back and forth of the motion keeps me focused on Jase and this shitstorm.
Jace speaks in rapid fire, giving me all the details from his conversation with Officer Harold. No leads on a suspect, no trace of him on any city cameras once he leaves the edge of town and heads down to the woods on the edge of Jersey. Yet, he’s found dead at the river next to his house hours later.
“It doesn’t add up,” I answer Jace, meeting his gaze as he lowers himself to the chair opposite mine on the other side of my desk. His thumb raps on the armrest as he nods.
“Someone’s fucking with us. Letting us know that they can steal from us, kill on our turf, and they can get away with it.”
“Marcus,” I say the name without thinking. “He’s the only man who’s ever been able to get away with that shit.”
“And only because he’s a fucking ghost with no face.” He takes a calming breath before adding, “Just one look on a tape and we’ve got his ass.”
“How many decades now has he gotten away with it? Any territory, any head he wants severed?”
“Why fuck with us though? Why us?” He leans forward, letting the anger show in his voice and his posture.
“Daniel turned on him first, blaming him for what happened to Addison with no proof.” Instead of indulging in the rage of having product stolen from us and the opportunity for justice torn from my hands, I consider everything logically. It’s how it needs to be handled. With nothing but cold-hearted control.
“I don’t know… If he set up Addison…” Jase’s thoughts are left unfinished, but I know what he’s thinking. If Marcus is after us, it’s only a matter of time before we find out what he truly wants.
And if he went after Addison, he won’t stop until he has her.
“The cameras and men have the safe house fully under surveillance?” I question Jase, although it’s more of a reminder to myself. He nods with his thumb brushing across his lip.
“Yeah, there’s no way he’d get in without us knowing.”
“And who knows?” I ask him as the pieces fall one by one into the puzzle of how to handle this.
“Who knows what?” he asks to clarify, a brow lifting.
“Who knows we had someone steal from us and then they turned up dead?”
“Jared and two of his men. The men in our pocket at the station want to know what to do; they haven’t asked outright, but they think it was our hit on the fucker.”
“Good.” My quick response in a hardened voice surprises my brother. He should know better by now. “Tell Jared I handled the prick who broke in. Tell the police that we’re grateful for their cooperation and pay them off.” Jase’s eyes go wide and a look of outrage is there for only a moment. But as soon as it comes, it’s gone.
“So, no one thinks we don’t have this under control?” he surmises.
“Exactly.”
“But we don’t.”
“It’s about perception, Jase. One moment of what could look like weakness and our allies become enemies. The men we have under our thumb think they can wiggle free and take a shot back.”
“What do I do about finding out who did this shit?”
“Put Declan on it. He needs to go through home security system footage around the river starting at the dead fuck’s house. We can’t rely on the city surveillance.”
As Jase nods, he settles into the chair. No one steals from us or fucks with us. Even Marcus wouldn’t dare. I never thought it was him when it came to Addison. Daniel came up with that shit himself because he had no one else to blame.
“I’ll let Declan know,” he tells me, still nodding in agreement.
“You’re not going to tell me one thing and then turn around and tell our men something else, are you?” I let the words slip out with my disappointment and a trace of animosity evident in my tone.
“Don’t do that shit,” he bites back, shaking his head. “Tell me I didn’t do the right thing, and I’ll apologize.”
The large clock ticks steadily in the background as my grip tightens on the armrest and a tic in my jaw spasms.
“You were… in a state where I think you would agree I needed to step in.” He raises his hands quickly as my gaze narrows and the temperature of my blood rises. “It was a difficult night, and I would have never stepped in if what happened wasn’t exactly how it happened.”
My blunt nails dig into the leather armrests as I try to contain my anger, even as my brother sits there as if we’re just having a casual conversation as if he’s no threat to me.
“I won’t do it again,” he tells me easily, and then clears his throat. “I didn’t want…” he trails off and looks away over to his left, to the box still on the ground and out of place. “I just,” he looks back up at me and I can read the sincerity on his face, “I didn’t want her to hate you.”
It takes a moment for him to contain the uncertainty and pain in his expression. With each second, every tick of the clock, the truth of what he says chips away at the resentment I feel over what he did. “You’ve been mad at me before; I know you’ll get over it. This isn’t the first time I’ve crossed the line and it won’t be the last. But I love you, as my brother and my friend, and I didn’t want her to hate you. I know you love her.”
I haven’t seen Jase like this in years. Not since the last funeral he went to. And the second his confession is over, he starts up a new conversation, never giving me the chance to respond.
“I didn’t come in here to bother you with this shit.”
My throat is dry, and I reach behind me for two tumblers and whiskey before asking him, “What shit did you come in to bother me with then?”
“About Aria meeting with Nikolai.”
“I know she decided to go. I spoke to Eli when they left.”
“She already left?” he questions, shaking his head. “What is he going to tell her?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I say to put an end to his bullshit. “I let her go. She wanted to go to him.” I down the whiskey in my glass before pouring myself more and then pouring three fingers into his glass and offering it to him.
He takes it but doesn’t drink.
“How many men did he bring?” he asks me.
“Just him,” I tell him, and he lets a smirk spread on his face in response.
“He may be young, but even I’m not that stupid.”
“I know why he did it.” Even though I realize I’m talking to Jase, I speak absently, knowing why Nikolai came alone and what he bargained away just for her to get the note. “He’s desperate.”
“He has a death wish,” Jase speaks up, and I move my attention from him to the screen.
“I told Eli to let her make the decision. If she wants to go to him, let her… and she did.”
“It would be easy to simply lock the door and coming from me…” Jase shakes his head and takes the first sip of his whiskey.
“I want to see what she’ll do.” Every ounce of me wants to control her. To demand she behave exactly how I want her to. Even as I stared at the monitor a half hour ago on the computer, watching her as she picked up a silk blouse I bought her, intending on wearing it for him, the urge to get to her faster than she could walk into that room raced through my mind. To keep her there if I couldn’t convince her otherwise.
“Are you sure that you’re sure?” Jase questions me again. I should feel angry that it’s becoming a habit for him to question me, but I know he’s thinking what I’m thinking, that she’ll choose him again.
With a painful thud in my chest that numbs my body, I answer him, “Yes. She’s already there, waiting.”
“Waiting for what?”
“For me to tell Eli to let her in.”
“You aren’t going to be there?” he questions me with a look of complete disbelief.
Placing my palms on the desk and leaning forward so he can understand exactly why I’m not there, I ask him, “Do you think it would be helpful if he were in my presence right now?” My jaw hardens, and I can’t help it as I tell him, “This is for her.” It fucking hurts to admit, “She wouldn’t want me there.” He’s shaking his head, and I shrug.
I tell Jase, “She’s not in danger. The only thing that could happen is if she…”
“If she chooses him and tries to run.” Jase finishes my thoughts and I nod once, bringing my attention back to the monitors. Jase looks like he’s contemplating what to say next, so I remain silent.
“Eli will kill him if he tries?” I nod again at his question and throw back my second glass of whiskey.
“I just have to give Eli the go-ahead to let her in,” I admit to him as I stare at the screen knowing I’m giving her what she wants, but not knowing how it will affect us and I can’t fucking stand it.
The moment he touches her, I’ll see her reaction.
I will never forgive her if she chooses him over me.





CHAPTER 121
Aria

I remember the first time I saw Nikolai. We were only children. His father worked for my father until he was killed.
The funeral home always had the prettiest flowers, and that’s what I looked at whenever we went there, all of the pretty flowers. But that day, I let myself watch the boy next to the casket.
I never liked to look at the people there. They always cried, and it made me want to cry, but I wasn’t allowed. We were Talverys and we weren’t allowed to cry, no matter how much I wanted to.
The boy was crying. He was taller than me and in a black suit that didn’t fit right, because he was too tall for it. His ankles were bare although his black shoes were new.
He looked so angry as he stared at the casket, wiping away his tears like they were nothing but a nuisance.
I never wanted to speak to anyone, not like my mother and father did. I never wanted to give anyone a hug or even be near any of them. Especially, the ones who smiled and laughed at funerals. I didn’t understand it and it made me angry to see people laughing when they were supposed to be mourning. I didn’t learn until years later that everyone mourns differently. Apparently, my coping mechanism is solitude.
And Nikolai’s was anger.
I remember how hesitant I was to touch his shoulder and ask him, “Are you okay?”
He was the first person I’d ever talked to at the many funerals I’d attended by this point. When he looked at me, when he glanced over his shoulder to answer me, he had a look of pure rage, maybe even disgust, but then he saw me, and it softened. Not just softened; his expression crumpled. The boy bared his soul to me and I saw the pain and the loneliness. He didn’t speak; he only shook his head. But then I tried to hug him, and he let me.
My father hired him to do collections, even though he was only fourteen. He said the boy needed a distraction and I was happy I got to see him every week.
And then my mother died. And I felt the grief, the solitude that begged me to hide away and isolate myself. But Nikolai refused to let me be alone. He promised me he’d stay with me. He was the first person who said it was okay to cry and he held me while I did.
Ever since that day, we were inseparable.
He was my only friend. My only lover. And the only person I ever trusted in this world other than my mother.
The door to the back room of a candy shop three blocks north of the safe house is all that stands between Nikolai and me. My fingers keep pinching and twisting the cuffs of the jean jacket. Deep inside of me, the fear that they’ve hurt Nikolai is very real. That he’s cuffed to a chair and on death’s door is likely. I’ve seen it before. So many times.
“He’s okay, right?” I ask quietly, not hiding my fear as I peek up at Eli. He considers me for a long moment before nodding his head and each fraction of a second that passes ramps up my anxiety.
“Thank you,” I whisper my gratitude, although I’m not sure I entirely believe him and look toward the door with my shoulders squared as if it’ll open any second.
“You can go in now,” Eli tells me from behind and I reach for the knob, but he stops me, gripping my forearm and telling me, “Let me.”
Nodding, I wait with bated breath for the door to open. It’s on rusted hinges and they screech with the motion of the heavy door opening.
“Aria,” Nik breathes my name before I even see him, and his voice is drowned out by the sound of metal chair legs scraping against the concrete floor as he pushes away from a small card table in the center of the barren room. Barely aware that Eli is watching and that there are two other men in the room also watching, I run to him, meeting him halfway and clinging to him.
I don’t care in this moment. They can all watch and judge.
All I can see as I hold him is the gun touching the back of his head and I can’t get it out of my mind. Burying my face into his hard chest, I feel so much relief, unjustified relief, but it’s there.
Nikolai holds me even tighter. Like if he loosens his grip on me, I’ll be gone forever.
I inhale a deep, steadying breath as he whispers, “Thank God.”
“Nik,” I barely breathe his name as try to hold on to my composure. “Nik.” I keep saying his name, but I can’t help it. He’s okay, I tell myself over and over as he pulls back slightly to look at me before hugging me back against his chest.
“I’ve missed you so much,” he whispers against my hair, and I can feel his warm breath all the way down to my shoulder.
“How did you find me?” I ask him and pull back to look at him. The sight of his face shreds my composure. Faint bruises and a split lip are evidence left behind from days ago.
It’s only then that he releases me, looking between me and Eli and then to the table. “Sit with me?” he asks as if there’s any chance at all I would deny him, and it’s the first time I can smile. It’s a sad smile, the kind that comes with a pain that everyone else can feel.
“Of course,” I barely get the words out and I have to clear my throat. Brushing my hair back and breathing in deeply to steady myself, I tell him, “I’m so happy to see you.” My next words come out rushed. “I’m happy you’re okay.”
“Me too,” he replies, but his voice is cloaked in sadness and he doesn’t stop looking over every inch of me. “Are you okay?” he asks me and then reaches across the table to take my hand. His is large and warm, easily dwarfing my hand. Hands that have held mine for as long as I can remember.
I nod, swallowing the knot in my throat and not wanting to tell him or anyone else everything that’s happened. “How did you find me?” I repeat my question and try to remember everything I wanted to tell him.
“I did what I had to do.” His answer is short, but he doesn’t stop rubbing soothing circles on the palm of my hand. It comforts me like he’ll never know. He’s done the same thing all my life. Every tragedy, every heartache. It’s such a simple thing, but with that gentle touch, I can breathe, feeling as if everything is all right, even when I know it’s not.
“Does my father know?”
“Yes, he…” Nik’s voice gets tighter as he swallows whatever he was going to say. “He knows.”
“What is it?” I ask him, and I don’t hide the urgency in my voice when I demand, “Tell me everything.”
“We have eyes on Carter. And I know,” he struggles to keep a straight face, his fortitude failing him. “I know what he did to you,” Nik says with a sickness at the end of words. “I’m so sorry, Aria.” He breaks down in front of me, covering his eyes for a moment and apologizing over and over.
“Stop it.” My command comes out harsher than I planned and I nearly rip my hand away from him. I won’t be a charity case for sympathy.
“I swear I’ll kill him.” His expression hardens, and his eyes turn sharp. “I’ll make him pay for what he did to you.” I can see Eli shift his weight out of the corner of my eye and my pulse quickens, pounding at my temples, the adrenaline pumping harder and harder.
“No, you won’t,” I tell him quietly, grabbing his hand with both of mine. I hope he can read the message in my eyes telling him to shut the fuck up. Nik is hotheaded and reckless, but he can’t be so stupid as to say that kind of thing right now. “Stop it,” I warn him.
“After what he did to you?” he questions me, his brow furrowed, and forehead creased.
“You don’t know what he did.” It’s all I can tell him, wanting to deny any of the accusations he could throw at me, even if they’re true.
I know my expression is a mix of worry and sadness, but I can’t help it. I can’t control the emotions on my face. Not with Nikolai.
“I know enough. I’m going to kill him for it,” Nik repeats his threat, the anger coming in full force and I feel lightheaded with indignation.
“I’ll never forgive you,” I whisper the words, feeling the ache sit against my ribcage, etching into my bone and eating away at whatever soul I have left.
“What’s wrong with you?” Nik raises his voice with incredulity and backs away from me, his hands pushing against the edge of the flimsy table and inching it closer to me. He’s breathing heavily as his composure crumbles. “He’ll pay for what he did!”
“I didn’t come here to talk about that,” I say and struggle to look Nik in the eye. Belatedly, I remember what Carter told me about the men on Carlisle and what I’d planned to say.
“We’re family,” Nik reminds me, his tone wretched, his gaze covering every inch of my face and doesn’t stay steady in the least. He’s losing it. “I’ll protect you!” he declares, and I take this moment to gain control of the conversation.
“Then move the men on Carlisle,” I tell him quickly, staring into his eyes, although my words stumble into one another. Moving my hands into my lap, I resist the urge to fidget and straighten my back. “The war is between my father and Romano. Romano’s the one who took me.”
Nik’s expression is pained as he says, “This isn’t a negotiation, Aria.”
He looks over at Eli, but only for a moment before giving in and spilling the plans my father has set in motion. He barely considers withholding the information and something doesn’t feel right about it.
“The men on Romano’s turf are decoys. He’s letting them die and preparing to rampage Cross’s territory.”
I worry my bottom lip between my teeth and I struggle to breathe, but somehow manage to tell him, “Change his mind.”
“Not after what Cross did to you.”
I wish he could understand. I wish he felt like I do. I cannot fail. I won’t live to see the men I love kill each other. I won’t fucking do it!
“Then create a reason. Have Mika go up to… to…” I’m blanking on the street name that divides the territories. I’ve heard them all so many times before, but I rarely left the house. When I did, I never wandered far and so the street names mean nothing to me.
Whipping my gaze to Eli, I raise my voice and say, “Help me!” I stare at him as if he’s failing me because he is. They’re all failing me, and this is a losing cause. “The street where Romano territory meets Talvery territory.”
“Bedford.” Eli’s response comes easily. He’s not shaken in the least and I gather my composure, pushing my hair out of my face and staring at the steel table until I’m able to speak calmly.
“Bedford, move them up to Bedford,” I plead with Nik, keeping the cadence of my voice soft and even. “Please,” I beg him, desperate for him to understand.
“You think that will stop this war between Talvery and Cross?”’ he asks me with an air of ridicule. “The men you’re dealing with aren’t men who have mercy, Aria.” Nikolai talks to me as if I don’t know them and it pisses me off.
I know firsthand how cruel they are.
“I’m not asking for mercy, Nik. I’m asking for fucking common sense.” I practically spit the last few words. I lean back in the chair, keeping one wrist balanced on the edge of the table. “If they die, it’s because you failed.”
“Failed at what?” he asks me. “Taking charge of an army I don’t control?”
“We have control. It’s easy to take control,” I say words my father once said to me. He said I needed to be harder, that I needed to wield my name and authority. I never imagined I would heed his advice.
“Send Mika to Bedford; he’s at the top of the chain like you. No one would be surprised if he dies there, so make sure he does, Nikolai,” I harden my voice, remembering my absolute hatred for Mika and all the evil shit he’s done. “You know he deserves far less than an honorable death. Take him up there on a false pretense, shoot him in the back of the head and be done with him.” I’m nearly shaken by the venom in my tone, by how meticulously I’m planning murder and interfering with war. “Tell my father it was Romano, and that you have to retaliate. Do it tonight.”
“Mika’s dead.” It takes a moment to even comprehend what Nikolai said before he adds, “Your father killed him.”
A cocktail of incredulity and anguish mix in my blood. “What? What happened?” My questions leave me in a single breath, a quiet one as I’m too afraid to speak any louder. As if doing so would change the truth of what happened.
Nikolai glances at Eli before leaning forward and speaking in a hushed voice. “Your father thought you ran away or that you were dead. He went through the tapes and Mika was the last person to speak to you.”
With a deep breath, his eyes drift from me to Eli again before he turns his attention back to me. “He asked Mika why he was there and what he said that got you so upset.”
“And?” I question him, my voice not nearly as low as Nik’s, but it doesn’t matter. I know Eli can hear. I know they can all hear.
“Mika didn’t answer fast enough. Your father shot him in the head in front of everyone.”
“Oh, my God.” My heart pumps the blood coldly through my veins as I picture the scene and worry about what my father is thinking and everything he’s been through.
“I won’t lose sleep over Mika, but your father’s losing it, Aria.”
My chest feels like it’s collapsing, and I struggle to grab hold of every bit of anger I’ve had toward my father since I’ve been here.
“He didn’t come for me.” I can barely speak the words.
“As soon as he found out where you were, he did. We did.”
A moment passes and then another. I’ve held so much pain and anger inside of me at the thought that my father didn’t care. Fuck. I wish I knew more. I’m losing this game. Each pawn I think I can capture has already been taken before I make my first move.
“He won’t move those men or hold back against Cross, Aria. He wants justice.” He adds firmly and with a conviction that sends a shiver down my spine, “We all do.”
“This isn’t justice. It’s senseless death.” I stare into Nik’s eyes, willing him to understand me.
“You deserve justice, Aria.”
“I’m fine, Nikolai. Carter didn’t do anything to me that I didn’t want.”
Disbelief mars his handsome features. “You aren’t thinking right,” he says and slowly a look of sympathy replaces any hint of anger. “Aria, please come with me.”
“I can’t let that happen.” Eli’s quick to step closer to us, and I’m equally as quick to shove my hand against his stomach and tell him to back off. Eli takes in my expression before nodding his head and falling back into place. I don’t know what he saw on my face at that moment, but he’ll never know how much I needed him to side with me.
“I’m not leaving, Nik, and you need to find a way to move the men. Find a way,” I implore him, but not a word is getting through to him.
“I won’t let you stay here,” Nikolai says then puts both fists on the table, breathing heavier and looking at Eli.
“I won’t let you do this; I won’t let you choose to stay with a man who hurt you.”
“It’s my choice.” I don’t defend what Carter’s done. But I’ll always defend myself and my ability to control my fate, now and until the day I die. “I finally have a choice,” I tell him with a hardened voice, seeing my friend for the first time as my enemy.
“Is that what you call it?” he questions me.
“I can hide away. I can run. Or, I can know I have enemies and be prepared for what they’ll do to me,” I tell him staring into his eyes and not backing down. My shoulders shake from the sheer adrenaline and I can barely contain myself. “I don’t want you to be an enemy.”
“Aria,” he breathes my name with agony. “I will never be your enemy.”
“Then understand that I will not leave him.” I question telling him the whole truth as he stares into my gaze. I don’t want to know what he thinks of it, but I need him to know. “I love him, Nikolai.”
“You’re sick,” he tells me with nothing but sadness in his broken gaze. “I won’t let you go like this.” His voice begs me to understand, but I know there’s no reasoning with him. Just as there’s no reasoning with me.
“Maybe I am sick,” I play along with him and somewhere deep in my soul, I even agree. “But wasn’t I sick all along? Hiding away in my room and afraid of everything.” The defensiveness in my voice is nothing compared to the anger I feel at remembering how pathetic my life used to be. Life might be too kind a word to describe what I had before Carter took me.
“That’s why I tried to save you,” Nik tells me and reaches for my hand, but I pull away. His fingers brushing against mine feel like a fire that burns deep into the bone.
The cords in his throat tighten as he watches the space between us grow and he confesses, “I wanted you to be free. You deserve to live a better life than this.”
His words ring in my ears and echo over and over. It fills the hollowness in the crevices of my chest. He tried to save me?
“You what?” I breathe the question.
Everything slows to a crawl as he answers, a look of shame showing on his face. “This,” he motions with his hands, “this is all my fault.” He struggles to look me in the eye when he tells me, “I knew you’d think it was Mika. I wanted you out, so you could run, but Cross lied to me.”
My heartbeat ticks in slow motion. So slowly, the world tilts on its axis and I feel lightheaded. I have to grip the table to stay upright.
“He said he would get you out. He promised me he’d save you. He fucking lied to me, and I fell for it!” He contains his resentment when I don’t respond, and leans forward begging me to understand, “All I ever wanted was for you to be free from this. I won’t let this ruin you. You deserve so much better than this.”
I can’t speak. I can’t move. I can’t even breathe as I hold onto the table to keep me upright.
“Aria?” Eli calls out my name, but I don’t look at him. I don’t look at Nikolai when he begs me to forgive him. All I can do is stare at a scratch on the steel card table and try to hold on to my sanity.
“You were my friend,” I whisper as tears prick my eyes. This all happened because of him. Because of the one person I had in life. The one person I thought I could fully trust.
“I love you, Aria, and you need to run.” The word run makes my lips twitch. Run. That’s how little he thinks of me. To him, I’m merely a scared girl who needs saving. A girl who should run, not one worthy of staying and fighting.
Letting my gaze find his, I peer into his soft blue eyes and whisper, “You don’t know who I am anymore.”
“You’re innocent in this. You’re too innocent for this life.”
“Nothing about me is innocent, Nikolai. It’s only what you all think of me.”
“You know that it’s not--” Nik tries to backpedal but I cut him off. I’m tired of being the scared little girl. I refuse to be seen as such.
“I never knew I had a choice until it was taken from me. I won’t let anyone take it back.”
“I can make this right, Aria,” Nik reaches for my hand again, leaving his palm up on the table. And I take it willingly because I still love him, even if he’s made all the wrong choices and doesn’t see it. I still love him. He may not know how I’ve changed, but the boy inside of him is the same. My friend is staring back at me. I know that much.
I rub soothing strokes on the back of his hand as I look him in the eyes, letting my anger go and knowing he will never agree with me. My voice is hoarse as I whisper, “I’m fine, Nikolai.”
“You’re not. I can see you clearly, Aria. I always have.” His voice begs me to listen, and I am, I just don’t agree.
“I wish I was a better man, so I could save you. I tried,” he tells me even though he looks past me with disappointment and regret equal in his expression. “I tried.”
My heart pains for his. He’ll never understand, and I don’t know what this means for us, but I know this meeting was useless for this war.
“Try to move the men on Carlisle. I can save myself.” My response gets his attention, and he shoots me a halfhearted smile, but one from a friend to a friend. One that warms the chill that runs through me.
“You’re not doing a very good job of that, Ria.” He uses the same nickname my mother had for me and it breaks the wall of strength I’ve been holding on to.
“It’s been so long since someone’s called me that,” I tell him with a smile that matches his.
“I’ll always love you,” he tells me and he grips my hand harder. He whispers, “Always, Ria,” before kissing my wrist. A move that makes Eli shift his stance once again.
His smile dies before mine does. “I will never forgive myself if something happens to you,” he says, and his voice is choked. “I can’t do anything now, but I promise I’ll make this right, even if you hate me for it.”
“I wish you would just listen to me,” I tell him as the door opens behind me. The rusty hinges make it known without turning my head to see.
“I’ll make it right,” Nikolai says hurriedly as two men walk around the table on either side of me and take him away. I have to grip the edge of my seat to keep from reaching for him. My heart splinters, not knowing when I’ll see him again and feeling as if I’ve failed miserably.
“Don’t be stupid, Nikolai,” I call after him.
He peeks over his shoulder at me with a smile that I recognize and one that brings tears to prick the back of my eyes. “I’ll try not to, Ria.”
“You’ll let him go?” I ask Eli quickly and with a desperation that’s obvious.
He doesn’t hesitate to answer, “So long as he doesn’t do anything stupid.”
I can only nod a response, not trusting myself to speak, knowing full well Nikolai would do foolish things to save me.
The door closes, and Eli tells me we’re waiting for a moment, but I hardly hear him as I think about everything that was revealed in the last thirty minutes.
I never thought much of who I wanted to be as I got older. I only knew what I was running from.
I didn’t want to marry someone my father approved of, like Mika. I never wanted that, and I thought if I stayed quiet and listened, my father wouldn’t marry me off as some of the whispers I’d heard hinted at that possibility.
I didn’t want to be the reason the man I fell in love with died. That’s the exact reason Nikolai and I ended what we had. When my father started watching me closely, when he asked me if anyone had touched me because he’d kill them if they had, I denied it.
And when he cornered Nikolai and asked him, Nikolai told my father what he wanted to hear, that we were nothing but friends, but he would honor my father’s request to leave me alone.
I knew I didn’t want to be alone; I didn’t want to run away. And so, I sat there in my room, quietly hiding from everything I knew I didn’t want, but I never thought of what I wanted. I never chased what I knew deep down could be mine.
Nothing will stop me from chasing it now.





CHAPTER 122
Carter

“Whiskey?” Daniel asks me as I watch Aria’s throat tighten as she stares at the table. She did well, but still, watching it was fucking agony.
“Give her a minute,” I speak into the microphone to Eli as I nod at Daniel. The amber liquid swirls in the bottle and reflects the pale moonlight filtering into my office.
Sitting back in my chair, I refuse to acknowledge how on edge my body feels. I’m on the edge of breaking down once again. My throat is dry and tight, my fingers and toes numb.
“She loves him,” I admit the truth that splinters my chest in a whisper as I stare at the screen. It was clear to see in the way she spoke to him and held him and comforted him. But more than that, it’s obvious he loves her as well.
That’s something I can’t allow.
“I don’t want to hear you talk about the woman you love, not in that context. Not about her loving someone else.” Daniel’s response leaves no room for negotiation and I turn to him as he hands the tumbler to me.
Bringing the glass to my lips, I know what he’s referring to and maybe it makes me coldhearted, but the pain that lies in between his words brings me comfort. The whiskey burns my chest as I tilt back the glass and take it all at once.
“Another?” I ask him, holding out the glass for him to refill even though his is still very much full. Three fingers’ worth of whiskey is still evident in his glass.
He fills mine higher than before; the bottle that was full only two days ago is nearly empty now. As I take a large swig, I can hear his blunt nails tapping rhythmically against the glass. He leans against the window behind me rather than taking his seat.
“You have all of his files, so you could blackmail him into leaving.” Daniel offers me a way to take care of the pesky problem. It’s a solution that would work for most people, but not for Nikolai.
“He’s irrational,” I answer him, knowing all too well Nikolai won’t stand down.
“You mean stupid?” he jokes, and I give him a rough chuckle in response, but the smirk that tries to tug at my lips ultimately fails to show itself.
“Do you think she’ll hate me now that she knows I set her up all along?” I ask him. The nerves roil in my gut, and I shut them up with another swig. That’s what I’m truly worried about. Everything else is meaningless. But that piece of information could hurt us. Romano set it all up, technically, creating the meeting between the two of us. But I’m guilty and won’t refute what he told Aria.
“I’m sure she already blamed you.” Although there’s a hint of humor in his answer, the truth of it causes my blood to turn to ice.
I scoff as I watch as my songbird stand, pushing in the chair and staring long and hard at the empty one across from her before preparing to leave. She doesn’t stop staring at where Nikolai was sitting and every second her gaze stays there, the crack in my heart feels like dry lightning splitting the sky into two.
“She loves you,” Daniel says from behind me, but it doesn’t offer me any comfort.
“Will she when this is over?” The question alone causes the pain to run up my spine and I put the glass to my lips, only to find it empty. With a sigh, I place it on the desk.
The truth is, I don’t think she will.
“I’m more concerned with her giving orders and trying to interfere, aren’t you?” Daniel questions. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch my brother sip the whiskey although his eyes stay on mine.
“She can do as she wishes,” I tell him the same thing I’ve told Eli. “I want to see what she’ll do.”
“She’s different than I thought.”
I feel restless as I watch his gaze flick to the screen, no longer focused on the back room and instead, watching Eli accompany Aria back to the safe house. Men are in multiple homes spread throughout the two blocks and each of them has eyes on her as they move from street to street.
“How’s that?” I question him.
Bringing his gaze back to mine, he sets his glass on the windowsill and tells me, “She’s… more…” he chooses his words carefully, “involved than I thought she’d be.” The nervousness that prickles down my fingers intensifies when he adds, “I’m not sure what to make of it.”
Cracking my knuckles, I don’t look him in the eyes when I respond, “It means she’ll be even more disappointed when all of it is over.”
My brother considers me for a moment before nodding once and picking up his glass to finish off the drink.
He runs his fingers along the rim of the empty glass, watching as he does so and tells me, “I’m taking Addison out for the night.” His lips pull down into a frown and his eyes reflect a well of sadness. “She hasn’t been to The Hard Stone.” He finally looks up to me and I nod, letting him know I heard him. The Hard Stone is the restaurant next to the Red Room. It’s heavily guarded already, as is the club.
“I hope it goes well,” I offer him, and it’s genuine. I hate what’s happened to them. I don’t want to see my brother revert back to the man he is without her. There are only two versions of him. And I greatly prefer the one who is loved by Addison and loves her in return.
Running my thumb over the pad of my pointer, I think about Aria being all alone tonight and how she’ll be thinking of Nikolai.
“Keep her out late,” I tell Daniel, waiting for his eyes to reach mine. “Don’t come back to the safe house for a few hours.”
He lips are slow to pull into a smile, but they do.
“Do you have plans with your girl as well?” he asks me with a sense of humor that lights his eyes.
“I do now.”





CHAPTER 123
Aria

It’s quiet. Too quiet.
The kind of quiet that makes you feel unsettled deep inside. Staring down at the empty glass of wine, I bite down on my bottom lip knowing full well that it doesn’t matter if it’s quiet or if I was in a room full of people chattering because I was going to feel like this tonight regardless.
This sick, numbing feeling spreads over every inch of me the second I’m consciously aware and not drifting down a memory I wish I could hide in.
Letting out a deep sigh, I push the glass away from me and wrap the woven blanket tighter around my shoulders as I get off the barstool at the kitchen island.
I finally ate today, but the food’s tasteless and I can barely stomach a thing. Not when I feel like this.
Addison left half an hour ago, and I asked Eli to tell the guys to leave me alone tonight. Part of me regrets it. I’d like to pretend I could go downstairs and join them for a drink. Lord knows I need more than just one glass of Cabernet. I need a distraction and something that doesn’t feel like my world is falling apart and collapsing on top of me, but that’s all I have to accompany me tonight.
My bare feet pad softly on the hardwood floor as I make my way down the hall to the bedroom. All I keep thinking about is the phone on the nightstand. It only allows me to call Carter, or for Carter to call me. There’s not even a number in the settings for me to give someone else.
I hate that he limits me like this, but I understand the need for him to control it right now. Because if I could, I’d call my father. I’d tell him I’m sorry I left and was stupidly taken. I’d tell him I’m okay. I’d beg him to stop all this.
And I’d be judged, found lacking, and a failure. I already know it, but I would still try.
Just the thought of it makes me pause outside the bedroom door, my hand on the carved glass knob as a shuddering breath leaves me. I hate this feeling of hopelessness that numbs my skin. I hate this feeling of being confined and pushed to the side.
I hate everything.
When the door creaks open, my feet sink into the plush carpet and I try to flick the light on, but it doesn’t work.
My stomach drops even lower and I try it again, hearing the click but not seeing a change. It doesn’t stop me from furiously flicking the switch back and forth rapidly.
“I didn’t want any light tonight.” Carter’s voice paralyzes my body. It’s a slow drip, like the venom from a snake bite. That’s how my body reacts to his deep, rough tone.
It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they do, I see his broad shoulders from the corner of the room, sitting on a chair that wasn’t there this morning.
“Carter,” I say his name and then glance at the mess of sheets on the bed, and he follows my gaze to where I was hours ago, pleasuring myself as he ordered me to. “I didn’t expect you to be here,” I tell him softly and make my way toward him.
It amazes me how drawn I am to him. As if nothing matters but going to him.
Maybe Nikolai was right. Maybe I am sick. Because all that nervousness and anxiety doesn’t exist anymore.
“I missed you,” he tells me, and it sounds so unlike the man I knew while I was in the cell, and the man who rules with an iron fist but it’s my Carter, the man who gives me everything behind closed doors. Flutters in the pit of my stomach travel up higher and lower at the same time, warming every inch of me.
“I need you,” I whisper as I reach him, not hesitating to climb into his lap and wrap my legs around his waist. His large hands splay along my lower back and ass. He squeezes just as my lips brush against his and instead of kissing him like I intended, my neck arches back and I moan from the pain.
From the pain.
It’s all he gives me at this moment, but sitting like this, being with him and feeling his heat is exactly what I need right now. The pain alone sends ripples of pleasure through my body.
He lowers his lips to the dip in my throat, letting his stubble drag along my skin as he plants open-mouth kisses right there and then trails up my neck.
He nips my earlobe before whispering in a way that creates a shiver down my spine, “I want you on the bed.”
I take a kiss from him first. Stealing it quickly, I love that I catch him off guard and he nearly misses the chance to kiss me back.
He takes it though and then sits back as I leave his lap and lie on the bed.
“Strip,” he commands, and I obey. I do it slowly, letting my fingers linger over my sensitized skin and reveling in the power I have. He wants me. He loves wanting me. And it’s a heady feeling to have such a powerful man give in to the need of wanting you.
The clothes fall carelessly to the floor and the cool air kisses my skin as I writhe on the bed and run the tips of my fingers over my hardened nipples.
Carter stands slowly, and I barely turn my head to watch him stalk around the bed, stripping slowly for me as well. With the only light coming from the windows behind me, the shadows dance around him and it’s intoxicating.
I can hear the clink of handcuffs before I see the metal shine in the pale moonlight, and it only makes me hotter for him. Before he commands me to, I raise my arms above my head and to the headboard made of thin planks. He only uses a single pair of cuffs, looping them through the planks and cuffing each of my wrists.
His fingers burn along my wrists and he lets them travel down my arm, tickling me, my breasts, my waist and then he dips a hand between my legs and I spread myself wide for him.
The groan deep in his throat is my reward, as is the spread of pleasure that runs through my body when he trails his thick fingers from my hot entrance up to my clit.
Writhing on the bed sends a mix of pain from the belt marks rubbing against the sheets and the pleasure from his touch.
He leaves me like that, breathing heavily on edge for him for a moment to grab something from the floor.
A tie, his tie. The silk runs along my cheek and then he tells me to close my eyes as he wraps it around me like a blindfold. My heart races at not being able to see and a new kind of excitement courses through my body.
Without being able to see, I can hear it clearly when he takes out another cuff as his fingers travel down my leg, to my ankle where he cuffs me. He does the same to the other side and I’m blindfolded and restrained for him.
My breathing comes in chaotically when I hear him walk around the bed again and the cold metal heats while the chill in the air makes me beg him to be touched. “Carter,” I whimper his name.
“Tell me the truth, songbird.” Carter’s voice is deep. but laced with something I haven’t heard from him in the bedroom for so long. A hard edge I don’t like to hear.
Although my heart batters in my chest with the mix of fear slipping into my veins, I whisper, “Anything.”
“You hate me, don’t you?” he asks me and with his question comes a click and buzzing. My back bows as he touches the cold metal of the vibrator to my clit. The pleasure is immediate and spikes through me.
“I love you,” I moan recklessly into the air as I pull at my cuffs, unable to move away from the intense pleasure.
He pushes it harder against me and I let out a strangled cry of ecstasy. I can feel myself clench around nothing as the intense waves of pleasure approach like the tide, creeping up and crashing harder and harder.
I’m so close. So, fucking close.
And then he pulls it away.
A gasp is torn from me and I try to look around. I want to hear where he is and what he’s doing over the sound of my own ragged breath. But as I do, my impending orgasm slowly dims, leaving me slick with my own arousal and desperate for him to get me off.
Swallowing down the disappointment and trying not to pull on the cuffs that dig into my wrists and ankles, I wait for him.
“You hated me when you came to the cell.”
I breathe in deeply, not wanting to remember how we started. My voice is raspy when I tell him, “I knew I wanted you.”
His thick fingers push inside of me and I can feel his knuckles brush against my front wall. My breasts swing, and my shoulder blades dig into the mattress as he finger-fucks me. “Fuck,” I moan, feeling the warmth spread through my body like wildfire as the bundle of nerves in my core heat and prepare to ignite.
“Carter,” I breathe his name as my neck arches and I feel the pleasure build higher and higher. “Carter,” I moan his name just before I cum.
And he pulls away before I can finish. My breathing’s chaotic and I try to rip the blindfold away, but my hands are cuffed.
“Carter!” I yell at him and all I get in return is a rough chuckle. He kisses my jaw even as I pull away from him.
“I don’t like this,” I warn him in a voice that wavers. I can feel a sense of dread flow into my blood.
“All you have to do is answer me.” His voice is easy as if this isn’t a trap. “Did you hate me?” he asks again, and my voice tightens.
The buzzing gets louder and this time the vibrator hits me at full force. My head pushes back and the pleasure races through my blood. I’m so close. I’m already on the edge with only a few seconds of its touch.
And then it’s taken away. Gritting my teeth, I struggle to move, feeling tears prick my eyes. “Carter!” I scream at him with unadulterated anger, but all I get is the vibrator back on my swollen nub.
Again, he takes it away just before the pleasure can consume me, leaving me with dimming fire and I can’t fucking take it.
“Yes, I hated you! You hurt me, and I hated you for taking me!”
The pain that sweeps through me is like nothing I’ve felt before. Admitting what happened and knowing what I felt back then… I hate it. I hate that he’s bringing it up. “Is that what you wanted?” I ask him, furious that he’s doing this. “I hate this!” I yell at him but as the last word leaves my lips, the vibrator hits my clit and he leaves it there, my body flying higher and higher and then I fall from the sky, sending a tingling sensation to wreck my body all at once.
It lasts and lasts as I lie paralyzed and still at Carter’s mercy.
“You loved me afterward though?” he asks me, his lips so close to mine and I push myself up as high as I can and steal his lips with mine. He kisses me back ravenously. I can feel his body close to mine and I wish I could wrap my legs around him and hold on to him, but I’m bound, and he pulls away from me.
I’m still reeling from my orgasm and the kiss I was too starved for to remember what he asked me, so he asks me again.
Breathlessly, I answer him, “Yes, I love you. I love you, Carter.”
As his name leaves my lips, he pushes the vibrator back to my sensitized bud and it’s nearly too much. I scream his name and he captures my lips with his as I detonate beneath him. The pleasure consumes me as the night sky is consumed with stars. Again and again.
I want to kiss him, but more than anything I want him to know how much I mean it when I say it. I love him, and he’s all I want.
“Do you love Nikolai?” he asks me, and the question destroys the moment. I struggle to answer, but I do know the truth and I won’t lie to him.
“Yes. But not like you,” I answer him, feeling the high fall and my pulse slow. A second passes and another without him making a sound or touching me and fear races through my blood. “Carter?” I call out his name and he asks me another question.
“If I wasn’t here, would you be with him?”
The silence stretches as I remember wanting Nikolai but being too afraid to tell my father. That girl, the one who doesn’t go after what she wants and simply prays not to be seen, that girl is long dead.
“I don’t know,” I answer him in a breath and again he denies me, pushing the vibrator to my clit and finger-fucking me until I’m so close to my release I can’t breathe.
Gasping for air, I search for some kind of relief, brushing my ass against the silky sheets, but Carter tsks me, holding my hips down.
“Just tell me the truth, songbird. I’ll take care of you,” he whispers in a voice I don’t trust. One that’s sinful.
“I don’t know Carter. Please,” I try to beg him, but he doesn’t listen. He presses the vibrator against my clit and pulls away nearly instantaneously. My body bucks and the metal bites into my skin. “Fuck!” I cry out. I’m so close. I’m so fucking close again.
Off and on, off and on, he teases me.
The tides of my pleasure rush to the surface, igniting every nerve ending, but as soon as they’re ready to go off, he pulls away and waits for the embers to die before bringing the fire back.
“If I wasn’t here, would you be with him?” he asks me softly, calmly, his lips close to the shell of my ear. His breath traveling along my skin is enough to nearly get me off. I don’t answer, I only bite down on my lower lip and shake my head, but I can’t answer him.
And he does it again. Finger-fucking me ruthlessly, but the second my orgasm approaches, he pulls away. The smell of sex and the feel of my slickness on my inner thighs tease me into thinking there’s more. But he leaves me panting and again my orgasm dies before I can get off.
It’s the last bit I can take.
“Yes! I would try to be with Nikolai if you were gone.” I can hardly believe I’ve spoken the sin out loud, much less to Carter. I know it hurts him and I hate it. I fucking hate it, but it’s the truth. “I would try to be with him,” I suck in a deep breath, brushing the tears off my face away with my forearms and wishing I could do the same with my shame, “but I don’t know that I could ever have what we have. I wouldn’t be the person I am without you.” Tears leak down my face as the confession is forced out of me. “I love you, Carter. I don’t want him when I have you.”
He ruthlessly strokes against my front wall and I cum instantly. He pulls the orgasm from me, drawing it out and my body arches and goes rigid as the silent scream of ecstasy is ripped from me.
He doesn’t stop until I’m limp and struggling to breathe.
“Carter, stop please,” I beg him in a strangled voice that doesn’t sound at all like me. “I hate this. I chose you! I fucking chose you!”
“Shh,” he shushes me as I struggle to breathe. The touch of his splayed hand on my belly makes me jump, but he caresses my skin with soothing strokes until my entire body has calmed. With soft kisses on my neck, I beg him to stop again and let me love him. It’s all I want to do right now, love him and feel the love he has for me.
“One more question,” he tells me, and I stay as still as I can, waiting for it and dreading it. I can’t stop crying, knowing what I’ve already confessed to him and worried that he won’t love me because of it.
“Will you still when your family is gone? Will you still love me then?”
I already know the answer, but I don’t want to say it.
The buzz from the vibrator makes me cry harder. He runs it along my pubic bone and my hips buck, trying to move away. I can’t take any more.
“Tell me the truth,” he whispers in a voice coated in hopelessness. He already knows the answer; I’ve already told him. He doesn’t need to torture it out of me.
“No,” I cry out. Hating him for what he’s doing. I don’t want to think about any of this, let alone admit what it would do to us.
“I love you, but if you do it… if you kill them, I will hate you forever,” I gasp out as tears stream down my face. Agony tears through me both in the physical sense and emotional. He wrecked me. Carter destroyed whatever guard I had that protected me from this truth.
“I love you, Carter.” I hear the cuffs click and then the metal leaves my skin. It’s biting into my wrists and the second he unlocks them; I cradle my wrists to my chest.
I’m still crying into the blindfold when I hear the bedroom door open and shut. The hollowness in my chest collapses on itself and I refuse to believe he left me.
But when I finally take the blindfold off and beg him to hold me, he’s not there.
Carter left me.
He doesn’t love me. Carter Cross doesn’t love me.





CHAPTER 124
Carter

I can still feel her cunt spasming on my cock the first time I took her. I still dream of it.
I can still taste the sweet wine on her lips.
I can still hear her screams of pleasure and her whispers that she loves me.
I know for as long as I live, I’ll remember it all. I’ll remember what I had with her.
Tonight, I wage war against her family; I’ll kill as many of them as I possibly can.
I’ll destroy what we have together and risk her hating me forever. She was telling the truth and I can’t stand it. Tonight, I will lose the woman I love.
My gaze drops to the phone on the bathroom counter just as Jase knocks on my bedroom door.
“In here,” I call out to him and turn on the faucet to wet my razor. The shaving cream is already slathered on my skin. Since leaving her last night, I’ve fallen back into my old habits and I’m distracting myself by focusing on the war and everything else involved in this business.
He talks as I shave, ridding myself of the stubble and preparing to look the part of a man in control of an empire. “I have a proposition,” he starts, and my eyes move to his in the reflection of the mirror before moving back to my jaw.
Each stroke of the blade is precise and smooth, skimming along my skin.
He takes a step forward, filling in the doorway. “I think our problem is that we’ve been content.”
“Our problem?”
“The reason men think they can steal from us, the reason Romano is creating competition and involved us in this war.” I consider him for a moment before going back to shaving, tapping the razor against the sink before bringing the blade down my skin again. I couldn’t give two shits about any of it anymore. I’ll kill those who defy me or stand in my way. And I’ll be fucking content with that regardless of whether or not Jase is.
He tells me with a raised brow, “We aren’t expanding.”
“We have other ventures. The club. The restaurant.” I don’t know why I bother reminding him. I can see the look in his eyes. He won’t stop until he gets what he wants.
“That money doesn’t compare. You know, I know, and everyone else knows it.” He speaks hurriedly like he can’t wait to make his point, but I drag it out. Just to torture him.
“We’re moving into Crescent Hills,” I tell him.
“Because you want to take on that place, not because there’s money there.” His voice is flat, his expression expectant.
I can’t argue that truth. “It’ll be worth it to be closer to the docks,” I tell him, and he shakes his head in disagreement. My patience ebbs as I tap my razor again on the sink and hold it under the running water.
“I think we need to go north. A true expansion,” he tells me and waits with bated breath.
“Talvery territory?” I question him, my eyes on his in the mirror and he nods his head. “I already gave it to Romano.”
“It hasn’t been taken yet, and Romano can go fuck himself.” Jase’s voice is harsh and his persistence shines through. Jase keeps his gaze on me even though he’s breathing harder with excitement. “We were going to give Fallbrook to Romano and he already has the entire upper east. Talvery turf should be ours.”
His eyes dart over to mine, waiting for a reaction but I give him none. I didn’t sleep for shit and I don’t give a fuck about expanding.
“Are you that bored?” I ask him dully. I remember what it was like to take control, what was required to have my name permanently carved into this territory. The sickness of it all and the risk. It’s not worth the money it makes.
“Bored?” Jase breathes out forcefully. “It’s a lost opportunity.” I don’t respond. Instead, I finish shaving, careful not to react when Jase adds, “And what about Aria?”
I rip the hand towel from where it hangs at my right and dampen it under the faucet. It’s hard to contain what I feel for her. The loss is too real. It’s too close.
“What about her?” As I clean off my face, ignoring the screaming pain in my chest, he tells me, “I heard about how she’s handling things.” I grip the towel tighter, praying my brother doesn’t say something that drives me to break his fucking jaw. Last night… I can’t even think about how the truth stabbed me in the heart like nothing else has before.
He tells me, “I think she’d want this.”
My brow furrows and I focus on breathing and controlling my expressions. “Want what?” Speaking hurts. Even breathing hurts. Everything fucking hurts.
“I think she’d want to still have the territory… maybe for her?” he offers, tilting his head and raising his brow. “Can you imagine how she’d react if we killed her family and gave her land to Romano?”
Using the dry section of the towel, I run it over my jaw, knowing exactly how she’s going to react and hating it. I swallow thickly, knowing I can keep her here. Physically, I have the means to keep her here, but that will only add to her hate. And I want her to love me. I need her to love me.
“What if, instead, we do as little damage as possible?” He moves out of the doorway as I toss the towel into the sink and make my way past him to my dresser for my cufflinks. I’m running through the motions, focused on every mundane detail that’s led me to this point in life.
“Any damage we do will break her, Jase,” I tell him halfheartedly.
“I’m telling you, this is a good idea, Carter.”
He stands a few feet from me, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “We already told Romano, but I say we hit them back to back. Talvery, then Romano and we take it all.”
“With what men?” I ask him, feeling the tingling rage creep up my spine. “Do you remember the cost of it all? How many men have to die for you to be satisfied?” My voice is raised, and my pulse quickens. I swallow back the anger when he doesn’t respond.
He flinches at the severity of my tone.
I add, “This isn’t a game and every move has consequences.”
“It’s all a game, brother.” He looks me in the eyes as he says, “A well-played and thought-out game.”
He stares at me and I him as he tells me, “If Aria was able to convince those men to do what she suggested yesterday, we would have the upper hand. Talvery and Romano would lose men, and we’d be waiting to take out the rest,” he talks with an evenness that sounds so reassuring.
“Only Aria doesn’t know that,” I tell him while taking a step forward and reaching for my jacket, which is draped across the dresser. “She doesn’t know how many will die. And she will never be okay with wiping out her family.”
The hint of a smile that was on his lips falters. “She has more to learn,” is all he can say.
“Tonight, her family legacy starts to fall, and she will never forgive me, let alone rule alongside me.” Jase’s smile completely vanishes, and he glances at his feet before looking me back in the eyes, ready to say something else, but I don’t let him. “Do you think she’ll want to rule when her territory is nothing, but a graveyard of old memories and people forgotten?”
It fucking kills me knowing how she’ll react. “She’s going to fucking hate me,” I bite out the words, grinding my back teeth against one another.
My breathing is ragged as he nods his head and runs his thumb over his bottom lip. “So, you’re saying it’s too late?” he asks.
That’s exactly how it all feels. It’s too late to keep her.
I let his question sit with me as I shrug on the jacket and button it. “I still think she would want this. Even if the war leaves a path of death to her throne, not everyone will die. She’ll have some.”
“Like Nikolai?” I reply with spite barely above a murmur, and it only makes Jase smirk at me.
“I have a feeling that fellow isn’t going to make it,” he jokes but it doesn’t do anything to soothe the nerves that won’t allow me to relax.
“In thirty minutes, they’ll open fire,” I tell him as I observe the little hand on my watch marching along steadily. “The next time you have an idea about damage control, maybe come to me sooner?” I suggest, and he huffs a laugh while shaking his head.
“The war has only started,” he says, not giving up. “Just tell me you’ll consider it.”
Screwing over Romano is inevitable; doing it at the right time is crucial.
But the worst mistake Jase is assuming is that Talvery can already be counted as dead. I’ve made that mistake before, and I won’t make it again.
“I consider everything, Jase.”





CHAPTER 125
Aria

Three canvases are spread out across an old bedsheet on the floor of the living room. Three canvases with three profiles on each of them. Two men I love, and my mother, who’s long gone make up the three. All the while, my mind focuses on the news that plays on the television in the background.
The list of names goes on and on. I can’t look at the faces. I can’t look at the scenes as they show them on the screen.
Addison is cuddled up on the sofa, staring blankly at the TV. The names don’t mean anything to her, but to me, each name means far too much.
I’m barely holding myself together, knowing I should be at their funerals. Knowing I failed to save them. There’s a mix of contempt and dread for Nikolai. I wonder if he even tried to move them. He knew, and what did he do? I remember what he said though, it was an army he didn’t control.
It’s only a matter of time before his name is spoken, added to the mounting death toll of the senseless murders between rival gangs, or so the reporter tells us on the flat-screen TV. Even the thought, forces me to choke on a dry sob, but I hold it down.
“Does this happen a lot?” Addison asks me, and I can feel her eyes on my back, but I don’t trust myself to look at her, so instead, I place the flat brush in the cup and watch the red pigment bleed into the water.
“No, not like this,” I answer her with my back to her. I am so used to death that it shouldn’t break me like this. But it’s the first time I tried to stop it.
And I failed.
“Do you need anything else?” Eli’s voice comes from the doorway to the stairwell and I peek up at him, but I don’t respond. He got me the paints from the corner store a few blocks down. The other things were in the package from Carter. I need a lot of things, I think. But as my lips pull down into a frown and my throat goes tight, I don’t look back at him. Instead, I just shake my head no.
I hate him for standing by and doing nothing while men are dying. I hate myself for hating him, which is even worse.
“I want to go get them myself,” I tell him as the thought hits me. I need to get out of here and go for a walk. I need to clear my head. I need something. I squeeze the cheap bristles over the cup before rinsing it again. “It would be nice to get some fresh air.” I’m surprised by how even my voice is and how in control I seem. It’s only because of Addison. If she weren’t here, I have no idea how I would react to tonight.
The metal ferrule that holds the bristles clinks softly on the side of the glass as I tap it and then set it down gently on the paper towel.
I finally look up again and Eli’s watching me closely. Addison’s looking between the two of us and the air is tense among all three of us. She doesn’t ask questions though and tonight, I can feel anger growing inside of me from her not wanting to know any more than whether or not this is normal.
“I want to go for a walk to the corner store, so I can buy a few things… please,” I say the last word through clenched teeth.
  
“Give me an hour,” Eli responds and then adds, “please.” He mocks me, but in a way I know is meant to ease the tension. It doesn’t though.
Giving him a tight smile, I nod once and watch him leave, although I still can’t find an even breath. Everything is tense, and nothing is right. I feel like I’m breaking down. I’m losing it every second I sit here, guarded and watching the list of deaths grow.
“Are you okay?” Addie asks me as the sound of Eli’s footsteps diminishes.
“No,” I answer her honestly.
I wanted to help my family, and Nikolai ignored me.
I told Carter I loved him, I chose to stay with him, and he left me.
I’m a fool. I’m a fucking fool.
I’m helpless, hopeless and I feel like I’m at my limit.
The sofa groans as Addie slips off of it and makes her way toward me. She’s quiet as she sits cross-legged next to me and leans in to give me a hug.
“I wish I knew what to say or do,” she consoles me in a quiet voice and I instantly regret the thoughts I had moments ago. I’m so eager to lash out, I could see her being the misguided target of my frustrations, but I would never forgive myself.
Grabbing on to her forearm and giving her a semblance of a hug back, I tell her, “I wish I knew too.”
Time passes slowly until she grabs the remote and turns off the TV. The click of the picture going black is louder than I’ve ever heard it before. I want it to stay on, so I’ll know what happened, but I’m grateful she turned it off because I can’t take any more.
“Do you want to talk?” she asks me, and I shake my head. I’m ashamed of how much of myself I give to Carter, only to have him hold back in return. I don’t think I could tell her without her hating him even more. And after the night she had with Daniel, I couldn’t do that to her.
“You could distract me and tell me what happened last night again,” I offer, feeling a swell of jealousy and pain grow in my chest. Last night, I felt used. For the first time, I felt used and foolish for loving him.
“It was just a good night,” Addie says, moving her hands to her lap. I know she doesn’t want to rub it in, so I just nod and let it go. I stare at the doorway as if Eli will magically appear and let me go outside. The thought makes me roll my eyes. I’m stupid to think I had any sense of control.
Before I can spiral down the path to self-pity that kept me up all last night, Addison asks me, “Do you want to read my tarot cards?”
I watch her chew on the inside of her cheek, waiting for an answer. I’m so grateful for her that I would do anything she asked right now. For the distraction, for the genuine friendship, and so I nod.
“Let’s do it,” I answer her.
With a deep breath, I scoot backward and turn to her, sitting opposite her and cross-legged too as she reaches behind her on the coffee table for the deck of cards Carter got me however long ago.
“Okay, what do I do?” Addison asks, placing the deck of cards in front of her and staring at them like they’ll magically shuffle themselves.
“Knock on them first,” I tell her in a deadpan tone, knowing full well she’s going to look up at me like I’m crazy.
“I’m serious,” I say again and nod to the cards, folding my own hands in my lap. “You have to knock on them to get rid of any previous readings and put your own energy into the cards.”
She does what I tell her, lifting the deck and knocking weakly on the back card although she’s grinning the entire time. Already I feel a thread better. Only a thread, but it’s one more than I had before.
“Now shuffle the deck and think about something you’d like insight to. Or don’t.” I shrug and stretch from where I’m sitting, feeling the ache from leaning over the canvases for the past few hours. Just glancing at them reminds me about everything and I’m quick to turn back to Addison.
“Is that enough?” she asks me, holding out the cards and I offer her a soft smile and then gesture to the deck. “Split them into three piles, however, you want, and then stack them on top of each other into one pile again.”
“Is this how it’s always done?” she asks me while doing as I say.
“No,” I tell her, feeling a deep ache in my chest. “I learned to read cards from my mother. But she didn’t do it like this.”
“Oh, how did she do it?” she asks me, and I have to grab the cards and look at them rather than in her eyes when I tell her, “I don’t remember. I just had to learn on my own when I decided I wanted to use her deck.”
It’s quiet for a moment, but she continues the conversation, steering it to a more positive side. “Are these hers?” she asks me as I lay out the cards one by one.
“No, these are ones that Carter got me.” Somehow that pulls even more emotion from me as I set the final card down. I don’t tell her that I was locked in a cell losing my mind when I was given these cards. And that Jase is the one who actually gave them to me. That day, or night, comes back to me and I nearly get sick.
“This is the horseshoe spread,” I tell her as I lay out the cards, refusing to fall backward; I won’t go backward. “The significator is in the center, but each place in this spread has a unique meaning and the seven other cards are spread in a horseshoe around it. The significator, this card, is basically you at this moment.”
“The four of wands is me?” she asks me although her eyes are on the card I’m currently touching the edges of.
I nod and then add, “There are four suits: the swords, the wands, the pentacles, also known as coins, and the cups. They each represent something different in life and the wands represent creativity. Swords are conflict, pentacles are money, thus also being called coins, and the cups are emotional wellbeing. More or less.
“The four of wands in this deck— “
“I feel like this is a professional reading,” Addison exclaims, barely holding in her excitement and I have to give her a small laugh.
“I’ve read a lot about cards. A few years ago, I thought it would bring me closer to my mother.” I wish I hadn’t said that last bit, but Addison doesn’t focus on the negative. Instead, she says, “Well, this is freaking awesome.” She reaches behind her for the glass of wine and then sits up at attention. “Please, continue.” She gestures comically and takes a sip of her wine.
I have to let out a snicker that’s almost a snort and remember where I left off. “Right,” I say out loud, “The four of wands. In this deck, the four of wands is a literal marriage.” As I say the last word, I breathe in deep, realizing how emotional Addison’s been and watch her reaction, but she only sips her wine and listens. It takes a lot of pressure off of me, so I continue.
Some people take the cards literally, but I have a feeling Addison won’t. She just wants a distraction, just as I do.
“The significator is a snapshot of who you are right now and the four of wands is a resting point. There’s been a sense of accomplishment, and there’s a sense of celebration over it, thus a marriage as the picture on the card. It’s a deeply happy card about solidifying some sense of community. Which may not seem at all like where you are in this moment,” I pause, feeling a wave of insecurity, but I continue, giving her the reading I think this card points to, “but it can also mean friendship, solidifying a friendship.”
“So, it’s us?” she asks me, and I try to keep my voice even and devoid of the intense emotion that rises inside of me when I tell her, “Yeah. I think this card is about us.”
Addison settles into her position, an elbow on each knee and tells me, “I like that.”
With a deep breath, I point to the first card of the seven that makes the horseshoe. “This is your immediate past and this card, the six of pentacles, is a card of generosity and harmony. It’s a card depicting someone who was in a good place with the in and outflow of their money, but it doesn’t always refer to money. It can also refer to charity and gracefully accepting or giving of money, time or safety.” I pause and swallow before adding, “Like how you helped me. That’s what this card could mean.”
Addison only nods and takes another sip of wine, so I keep going, moving through the motions rather than thanking her again and bringing up that awful night.
“The immediate present, the next card, is the priestess card. She’s a figure who has deep intuition.”
“What about the suits? What suit is she?” Addison interrupts and it’s only then that I really know she gives a fuck about the card reading or at least she’s paying attention.
“The suits are in the minor part of the deck; the major part of the deck has figures basically. So, they aren’t a part of the suits. There are basically two types of cards, suits, the minor cards, and then figures, the major cards.”
“Oh.” She nods and then clears her throat before looking at the other cards in the deck to see how many others are major cards and minor, I assume. “Okay, so the immediate present, is the priestess?”
I nod and then smirk as she adds, “I like that too. So far, this is a very likable reading.”
My shoulders shake with a huff of laughter as I continue. “The priestess is a person with deep intuition and she’s kind of a major arcana echo of the queen of wands. So, not only does she have a deep intuition about herself, but she has it about other people. In other cards, she’s pictured holding a mirror that she can point to herself or to others. She’s someone who has otherworldly energies and someone who can observe others for who they are. And also see what they need instinctually.”
“Like how I knew Daniel was the man he is?” Addison asks me in a flat tone as she pulls the sleeve of her shirt over her wrist and then wipes under her eyes. With my mouth parted, I’m shocked by her response and I struggle to answer her quickly enough. “Ignore me, I’m sorry.” She breathes in deeply and shakes out her wrists. “Sorry, I just had a moment.”
“It’s okay,” I barely speak the words and look back down at the card. “It could mean lots of things,” I tell her and then shrug. “Or nothing at all.”
“I knew,” she tells me with a grief that darkens her eyes. A sad smile graces her lips and she says, “Don’t stop, please. For the love of God, let’s move past that one.”
Clearing my throat, I move on to the next card, but then decide to move back to the priestess. “It could also mean that you know what people need and I don’t know your story, but knowing you, I would think you knew he needed you.” Addison stares at me with glassy eyes but only nods.
My place isn’t between them, so I move back the spread, to the third card in the horseshoe and the immediate future. “The king of wands is your immediate future. The kings in the deck are the last of the suits and they have control over the suits. The pages learn, the knights chase, the queen embodies and the king controls. And so, the king of wands is someone who’s able to understand and empathize with creativity and life, but he, himself, is not personally creative or spiritual in a really emphatic sense. Instead, he’s someone who works closely with creative or spiritual people, but he’s distant from them and that’s what makes him good at what he does. It’s the distance that allows him to be there for others, but it also prevents him from being a part of it.”
Struggling to place this card in the current context, I think back on other meanings for the card.
“The king of wands can also be a person who’s charismatic but reserved. Still waters run deep in this person, but he’s distant.”
“So, someone who’s controlling is coming?” Addison asks flatly and then snorts into her wine. “I didn’t need cards to tell me that one.”
I shake my head, knowing she’s referring to Carter or Daniel, but this card wouldn’t be either of them. It’s someone else. “Someone who’s distant and uninvolved,” I correct her and feel a chill run along my skin. It pricks every nerve and forces each small hair along my skin to stand on edge.
I can hear her swallow the wine and instead of asking who or considering the meaning, I simply keep going to the very bottom of the horseshoe and the fourth card. She doesn’t object.
“This card, your path, is the eight of swords. And in my deck at home…” I pause and almost regret saying home, but I don’t acknowledge it. Thankfully, Addison doesn’t press me. “In my mother’s deck, the eight of swords depicts Queen Guinevere, she’s tied to the stake and she’s going to be executed for infidelity. And the interesting thing about the eight of swords is that often you’ll see the woman is holding her own bindings around the pole. Different decks have different art though.” I take a moment to look at the deck that Carter got me and it’s not obvious in this card. “You can’t really see it here, but it looks like this woman is trapped to such a horrible fate in the eight of swords, but actually the only thing that’s trapping her is herself. She’s the one who has to be able to let go and free herself from her restraints.” I look at the card again and realize it doesn’t look like that on this deck and it’s the only deck I’ve ever seen where the bonds are truly tied. I continue though, refusing to let her think she’s tied inextricably to this fate.
“The woman in this card is not going to be rescued, but she’s not doomed to this terrible fate either. The only thing trapping her is herself. The good news is that she’s able to save herself; she’s not actually tied to the stake.”
I take a moment, thinking about everything as Addison finishes off her wine and doesn’t say a word. These cards could be for me. The idea that they are sends a shiver down my spine. Addison knocked on the cards, I remind myself. Without a word from Addison and not liking where my thoughts are headed, I continue.
“The perceptions of others is the next card, the fifth spot in the horseshoe. The knight of wands is your card in this spot. The knight of wands is all about deep fire and chasing. Do first, think later. They tend to be impulsive.”
Addison laughs into her empty glass as she twirls the stem of it between two fingers. “Sounds like that one could be true,” she says with a smile on her lips and I can’t help but smile too.
“The next card is the challenge to be faced and this is an interesting card to be sitting here.” I think out loud, not censoring anything. “The nine of cups is on the cusp of culminating happiness. It’s the difference between being engaged and being married. There’s anticipation that there’s something that’s still held back. And then the next card, the ten is complete happiness and marriage, nothing left to come.”
Addison nods all the while that I explain the card and I’m not sure how she’s perceiving it until she speaks.
“So, there’s still more to come? More that would make me happy?”
“Well this is the challenge card, so that’s the obstacle you’re facing.” My answer tugs her lips down and her gaze moves toward the cards. “So, the challenge here is that you’re almost there, but not quite and that’s where the tension is.” I don’t stop. I don’t want her to think about it right now, but I don’t think she’d tell me even if she had ideas of what the cards could mean.
“The final card is the outcome, and for you, it’s the queen of wands. She’s someone who is safe, confident and she’s able to empathize and nurture but she’s also powerful and creative in her own right. She’s someone who can wield power, but also stands on her own two feet. She’s the fiery enchantress.”
“That’s my final outcome? I get to be a fiery enchantress?” she jokes but I’m so relieved the reading seems to be ending on a happy note.
With a nod, I tell her, “Yes, Addie. You get to be the fiery enchantress.” I can’t keep my face straight as I tell her that.
“So, when does that happen?” she asks me, and I have to snort a laugh while smiling.
“The priestess in the present position means this person often holds this role. It’s also a major arcana card and that typically means it takes time, but it’s in the immediate present position. That means there’s something otherworldly about her, so she’s always carrying this inside of her. Everything else is minor arcana so that would mean days… maybe weeks. But probably days.” My gaze falls back to the king of wands and my blood chills. Someone is coming.
Addison smiles and bites down on the edge of her wine glass as she glances at the cards one last time.
Again, the king of wands is all I can see, and I’m focused so intently although I don’t want to be. He calls to me. The distanced man who’s coming and a chill flows down my spine in a way that feels like a nail raking down my back.
“If you’re done,” Eli’s voice breaks through my thoughts and I’ve never been more grateful.
“Yes,” I’m quick to tell him as Addison collects the cards, quickly putting them back on top of the deck. She seems to be just as absorbed with the card as well. I watch as she stacks all the cards neatly in the deck and puts him down last, right at the end of the deck.
“Do you want me to come with you?” Addison asks me as I push up off the floor, shaking out my hands and nerves, and try to shake off the uneasy feeling creeping along my skin. The tiny hairs at the back of my neck refuse to go unnoticed. They don’t leave me alone; even as I walk across the room and put the jean jacket on, the chill stays with me.
“I think I’m going to try to sleep then,” she tells me although I think she said it more to herself. She covers her face when she says, “I need that stuff, though.”
“The stuff?” I ask her to clarify as I stop a few feet from Eli and think back to the vial of sweet lullabies. The drug he gave me to sleep.
“Daniel gave it to me because I wasn’t sleeping, and I don’t know what I did with it.” She looks at the coffee table as if she left it there, but there’s nothing there.
“It gave me nightmares. The lullaby stuff.”
“That’s a shame,” she says with true pity. “I slept so well with it. And today has been…” she doesn’t finish, she only shakes her head. I can only imagine how she’s feeling. I know she wants to go back to Daniel. I could see it in her eyes and hear it in her voice when she told me all about last night at breakfast. I know she loves him. And I think she could forgive him if he wouldn’t keep secrets from her anymore once this war has ended.
He’s kind to her. He wants her. And I know she wants him too. The only thing that stands in the way are the names the reporter keeps talking about on the television and the fact that Addison now knows Daniel has a hand in that tragedy.
“I was having nightmares before, so maybe that’s why?” I surmise and then shrug, pretending like the vision of my mother didn’t just take over my mind this second. I glance at Eli, still standing there a few feet away, looking straight ahead and waiting for me. Focusing on him and not on where my thoughts were going.
“Nightmares?” she asks, and I only nod as I swallow down the memory.
“I’m sorry,” Addie says, and I wish she didn’t. I don’t need more sympathy. Sympathy doesn’t do shit.
“It’s been a while since I’ve had them.” I know I have Carter to thank for that. “Anyway, there’s a vial that was in my bag in the drawer of my nightstand. If you want it,” I offer her, and she gives me a small smile.
“Thanks,” she tells me in a way that I know she’s truly grateful as she yawns and then stands graciously.
“Sleep well, Fiery Priestess,” I tell her with a small smile and watch as she picks up the cards off the floor and puts them on the coffee table.
“You too, Ria,” she tells me and uses the nickname only two other people have used for me all my life. She doesn’t see how my face blanches, but I’m able to fix it in time before she looks up at me with a sweet smile. “Ria, the card reader,” she adds to the nickname and smiles.
I leave without saying goodbye, but it doesn’t escape me that Eli keeps looking at me curiously because he saw how I reacted. Eli sees everything.
   
TONIGHT FEELS DARKER than the night before. Maybe because there aren’t any stars out, or maybe it’s just my perception. Either way, it’s pitch fucking black.
It’s colder too and as I huddle into the jacket, I find myself walking faster to get to the corner store that I saw a few shops down last night.
“You’re quiet,” Eli comments as the wind blows and my hair whips around my face. His faint accent comes through more now than I’ve heard before. I almost ask him about it, but my mind is spinning over the king of wands and who it could be. I always look too much into my cards… and that reading wasn’t even mine.
“I’m always quiet,” I answer him and when he gives me this charming, perfect smile, I nearly smile too. I watch him as he looks up to a house in the middle of the street and I know to wait when he does that, just like last night, so I do. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I breathe out and let the cool air flow over me, calming my anxiety.
“I had a girlfriend once who liked those cards. The reading ones.”
“Tarot cards,” I tell him as he rocks on his heels, still waiting at the edge of the street.
“Yeah, she liked to read mine, one a day, and tell me how my day was going to go.”
A simper pulls at my lips. “Was she right?” I ask him, and he huffs a laugh while shaking his head.
“She was so wrong that I could almost guarantee the opposite of whatever she said was actually going to happen.”
“They’re really just to get you thinking,” I tell him and ask, “Are you still together?”
He shakes his head and says, “She was fucking crazy.” A genuine laugh bubbles in my chest at the expression on his face, and for the first time today, I feel warmth flow through me. I feel real for a moment… until the reality of everything going on hits me hard in the center of my chest.
“You’re good at distractions,” I say while pulling my hair to the side as another breeze comes by. As I do, the sound of a car driving a street or two down catches my attention. “Thank you for that,” I add with as much sincerity as I can.
“I’m sorry you’re in the middle of this,” Eli offers me and all I can do is force a fake smile to my lips.
His earpiece buzzes with someone’s voice and I step forward, ready to continue but his large forearm blocks me. “We’re going back.” His voice is stern and offers no negotiation.
“What’s wrong?” I ask him feeling my heart race, and counting how many streets we’ve walked down. Three. It’s right around the corner and the safe house is only three streets away.
I can barely breathe as he tells me, “Now,” ignoring my question and wrapping his arm around my waist to quicken my steps.
I can’t keep up with his fast pace as my body catches fire with fear.
As the muted voices come through his earpiece again, I peek up at him, trying to listen, wanting to know what’s going on.
There was no one on the streets. Not a soul. What the hell happened?
Headlights come from my right. And between it all--the voices, the panic, the lights--I stumble, falling to the ground like a fool.
My knees and palms both hit a lawn hard as Eli tries to pull me along, cutting through the yard to head straight to the house, but I struggle to push him off of me, so I can stand up. I just want to stand up but he’s hurting me as he tries to pull me up.
The parked car to my right roars to life, its engine turning and the sound filling the night just as I hear guns firing.
Bang! Bang! Bang! The guns going off make me scream and my heart leaps into my throat.
“Stay down,” Eli grunts as he lies on top of me, covering me, but he doesn’t stay there for long. The bullets aren’t coming this way; they aren’t even close.
I can barely see Eli pull out his gun, the cold metal brushing my shoulder before he fires a shot at the car.
There are so many guns going off. Too many to count and I don’t know where they’re firing, but it’s not at me.
Some hit the car. I can hear them crunch into the metal. It pings and some bullets ricochet. Bullets hit the house Eli was looking at, the brick splintering and chips falling past the porch light as if snow is falling on this cold summer night.
Everything happens in slow motion as I peek up, the back of my head slamming into Eli’s chest as he fires at the car again, telling me to stay down, but I won’t. I need to know what’s going on. I keep low, but I refuse to cover my head and not find out what’s going on, so I can prepare myself if I have to.
There are four men in the car. I can see them clearly even though they’re dressed in all black and hoodies cover their faces. Two are still firing at the building, rapidly pulling the triggers. Men from the building are firing back. Bullet casings hit the ground and the tinkling distracts me as another round of bullets comes closer to us, aimed at another house with men in those windows firing too. We’re only separated from the car by a white picket fence that offers no protection and maybe three feet in a yard of grass.
The other two men who were in the car run as I take in the scene. Both of them run down the street to flee although they turn and fire, hiding behind cars and the brick fence. They’re running closer to us.
I don’t know the car they came from. I don’t know the men, but one of them running falls instantly, screaming in agony and grabbing his leg on the sidewalk, the bright red shining brightly as he’s bathed in the streetlight.
Bang.
He’s silenced and goes still. My heart races, my pulse thrumming so hard I can barely hear the gunshots anymore.
The smacking of shoes carries down the street louder than the gunshots.
“Stay quiet,” Eli tells me, intent on hiding as the fucker who’s running tries to get away.
He’s going to let him get away.
Anger and rage like I’ve never felt before war inside of me and it burns. It burns too bright. It burns too hot and I can’t stand it.
I don’t even know it’s my own scream as I rip the gun from Eli unexpectedly and run down the street toward the coward who fired at me and the men protecting me. The coward who hid and waited to attack me. I won’t fucking let him run.
I won’t let him get away. I fucking refuse.
My feet slam so hard on the ground that I feel the pain spike through my thighs. He’s only feet away from me and running faster, but he turns to fire at the building again, he slows and turns and that gives me a chance. With a deep intake of the cold air that pains my lungs, I lunge at him, seeing nothing but red.
His head crashes on the cement sidewalk and I hear his gun fall into the street and sounds like it hits metal… maybe a gutter. I didn’t recognize him farther away and I don’t know him now that I’m close up either. I don’t know who he is other than someone who attacked us.
Even as the metal slams into his skull, I don’t hear the gunshots stop. Even as the blood splatters onto my face, the heat of it nothing compared to the raging burn that flows through my own blood, I don’t hear Eli yelling for me.
I don’t stop, I can’t make myself stop pummeling his flesh with the butt of the gun. I can’t even see what I’m doing with the tears flowing down my face. I try punching him with the gun held in my hand and the metal clashes against the thin skin over my knuckles. It hurts, I know it does, but that only fuels me to do it again.
The footsteps are loud and they’re coming closer, but I can still feel the man beneath me shoving me away. His hands pushing against my chest, my face, anywhere until they stop to cover his face.
I pause for only a second and it’s a second too much as he reaches for the gun. Panicking, I lean forward, head-butting him and crashing my forehead against his nose. He screams out, but he doesn’t stop.
He’s still trying to reach for his gun and so I whip the butt of the gun in my hand down hard against his throat and his hot blood bubbles up from his lips as he coughs.
Strong hands grip my shoulders and then my arms, but I kick out, desperate to connect with the fucker who dared to wage war with men protecting me.
My left shoe hits his chin and his head snaps backward, bashing against the cement. Everything in my mind becomes a fog as Eli holds me close to him, telling me to calm down and dragging me away. All I can see is that man running away, getting away without any consequences while they escort me back, through the yards and straight back to where we came from.
It all happened so fast that I’m still breathing chaotically and shaking when Eli and another man, who helped him rip me away, bring me inside.
“Get her inside.” I hear Eli’s words, but they’re slurred as I struggle to breathe.
The air isn’t cold anymore. Nothing is cold. It’s all hot and I feel like I’m suffocating.
The second the bright light of the foyer hits me, I shove them away. I don’t want to be touched, I can’t be touched right now.
I refuse to talk to them, to listen to them telling me to stop and calm down.
Calm down? How can I calm down when this is what my life is?
“I’m tired of taking orders!” is all I can yell out, my voice raw from screaming. The memory of what I’ve done seeps in slowly as I rock on the floor. I was screaming. I didn’t realize it then, but I was screaming.
Every time I swallow, it hurts. My shoulders shudder and Eli tries to comfort me but I shove him away. Backing into the corner of the foyer, I’m only seeing the vision of me running after the man and fighting him.
Time passes slowly.
I steady my breathing and slowly calm down, watching my hands and willing them to stop shaking. There’s so much blood on them and I wipe them off on my pants, but that just spreads the blood.
I walk myself to my room, gripping on to the railing to keep me upright. Eli follows but stays a good distance behind. Carefully stripping out of the stained clothes, I step into the hot shower to wash the blood away, although my knuckles are raw and cut. It will take time for those to heal.
Maybe an hour passes, and I spend the entire time in the shower. When I’m clean, I walk downstairs and open the front door to the house to see Eli, the other man, and two others standing guard.
All I want to know is his name. I want the name of that man. I don’t know why it matters as much as it does, but I need to know his name.
I know I look foolish with wet hair that clings to my face and pajamas on, but still, I speak up.
“Who is it?” I ask Eli as I stand in the light of the foyer, and he stays on the other side of the doorway, bathed in darkness. “What’s the man’s name?”
“We’ll find out soon and I’ll tell you immediately,” he answers me, and it only makes me angrier. How can he not know? It still hurts when I swallow and hurts, even more, when I clench my hands into fists at my side.
“Where is he?” I ask Eli with my teeth clenched, “I’ll beat it out of him myself.” The rage I feel is unjustified and I know I’m out of control and crossing a line, but I don’t care about boundaries anymore. Not when everyone else crosses them.
The silence is only broken by the chirp of crickets from beyond the yard. There are three men in front of me and no one answers me.
I can hear Eli swallow as the other men stare at me, and still, no one answers.
“Where is he?” I repeat myself, ready to tell them to go fuck themselves if they refuse to tell me. I don’t care what Carter ordered. I don’t care if I’m their enemy or they think I’m just being babysat. “I need to know his name!”
“He’s dead, Aria.” Eli’s voice is softer than I expected, and I have to take in a shuddering breath. His gaze is assessing, but comforting. “He died.”
My eyes flicker over his and then dart to the other men. “Who killed him?” My voice is full of both shock and remorse for speaking to him like that, along with everything else. As time moves forward, I seem to come down, to ground myself again. As if blinking finally removed the red rage that blinded me.
One man steps to the side, another whispers something on the porch, but Eli’s voice brings my attention back to him.
He answers me, “You did.”





CHAPTER 126
Carter

“Do you think she’ll be a problem?” Jase asks me in low tones as he stares across the bar at the brunette. She stands out in the club full of women dressed in tight shirts and short skirts.
Dressed in jeans with rips in the knees and a loose black tank top designed for comfort, she doesn’t belong here. More than that, she’s slamming her hands against the bar and screaming across the counter at both the men working tonight.
“She’s not why we’re here,” I remind him. “Let the bartender handle it,” I tell him and walk past the crowds of people, but Jase stays behind a moment longer, staring at the deranged brunette.
All I care about are the men in the back room right now. Men who lost a family member tonight. Two of our guys were shot in the back while they were out on their runs to collect. The fucked-up part is that they were on the most southern portion of our turf. So, some fucker came into our territory, hid low, and shot them in broad daylight. Some fucker named Charles Banner who’s now buried in a shallow grave thanks to Cason.
It doesn’t bring the men back though. Death is final.
When I walk up to the back doors, Jared opens them immediately and the hushed voices of the six men inside are silenced. I can hear Jase pick up his pace behind me and come in before the doors close, quieting the music of the club.
Around the table, all six men have drinks in front of them, two of them with shots untouched. Cigarettes are lit and one of the guys takes the last puff before putting out the butt. As he blows out the smoke, the rest of the five greet me and then he follows.
The metal chair legs drag on the floor as Jared pulls out seats for both Jase and me and then goes back to his position to guard the doors.
“James and Logan.” I swallow thickly after I look both men in the eyes. The youngest one, James, lost his brother and his eyes are still bloodshot. He can’t stop himself from crying as I tell him, “I’m sorry.” Logan lost his cousin, his only cousin and he’s the one who brought him in. I can see the look of regret on his face and there’s nothing I can do to take that back.
The other four men all lost a close friend.
Only two men have died tonight on our side, and we took out nearly thirty of Talvery’s crew. It doesn’t make the losses any easier to take. Not for the six men sitting here.
“What happened was a tragedy and one that needs to be rectified.”
“I thought they said you got him?” A kid with a deep scar down the left side of his face and blonde hair speaks up. His lips stay parted as he stares at me with wide eyes. “They said he’s dead.”
“The asshole who stole the lives of my men?” I question him, bringing my hand to my chest. “The one who pulled the trigger was shot in the back of the head and buried in the back of the construction site off the highway. Tomorrow cement will cover him, and his name will be forgotten.” I pause as the kid nods. His name escapes me, and I look around at the other four. I know three of them and then I come back to the blonde. Matthew. That’s right. “Matthew?” I call him out and he nods again, bringing his gaze up from where it was focused on the table.
“You can call me Matty.” He brightens for a moment, and it’s then that I remember one of the guys who died was his neighbor. They grew up together.
“How old are you?”
“Just turned twenty-two,” he tells me, and I turn around and motion for Jared to come closer. “Get him as many drinks as he wants all week. A birthday should be celebrated. Every day alive should be celebrated.”
“Thank you, Boss,” Matty tells me and I shake my head, not wanting any gratitude.
“The man who’s responsible for your brother’s death,” I look to James and then to Logan as I continue, “and your cousin’s death, Nicholas Talvery, will die the second I have a chance to end his life.”
I pause as the memories of how he tried to kill me, how sneaky the fucker is, spring to mind. Always preparing and setting up his men to blindside the unsuspecting, like my brothers, when we were only kids. “No one,” my voice hardens, “will take from us without having consequences.”
My heart races as I look the two men on my right in the eyes. “He killed your family and I’ll have his head for it.”
“To the end of Talvery,” Matty raises the shot glass in his hand and the other men do the same.
Talvery.
I’m numb as they throw back the shots and commiserate together.
“To the end of this war,” Jase speaks up, grabbing another shot glass and filling his and then the others.
The guy's spirit picks up, although Logan still looks lost. James pats him on the back as Logan hunches over, shaking his head and crying again.
This war is useless. A fight between two men, Romano and Talvery, who already have enough. Greedy, selfish men who will risk lives to hurt the other.
And I supported it.
And Jase wants more of it.
And Aria lies in the middle of all of it.
“If you need anything, you know who to call,” I hear Jase speak quietly to the two men on the right and then he stands, and I do the same. Buttoning my jacket and taking a good look at each of the men sitting there.
None of them blame me and that’s the worst part of it. I’m bitter knowing they don’t blame me when they should. I brought them into this.
For her.
I agreed to this… for her.
The sound of Jase walking ahead of me is all I can follow as I feel like I’m suffocating. Maybe that’s how I’ll die. I’ll choke on every fucked-up decision I ever made.
I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. It’s been going off since the bar, but I wanted to get in and out and give the men the respect they deserve. That’s the least I could do.
Feeling it go off again as we step out into the night air and wait for the car to come around, brings on the restlessness and unease that hasn’t left me since I left Aria alone on the bed.
“That brunette’s gone,” Jase comments, leaning against a post by the curb that details all the drink deals inside.
As I pull out my phone, I glance at his profile and for a moment I see the look of loss in his eyes. He’s looking out into the parking lot and past it to the busy street. I know what he’s thinking about. I know what that look means.
“You all right?” I ask him, and he clears his throat, coughing into his fist and kicking off the post.
“Yeah,” he answers and runs his hand down the back of his neck. “I just can’t believe Talvery would waste a man like that. Did he really think he’d get out alive?” he questions, and I wonder if he’s telling me the truth about what he was thinking, or if I was right.
The rumble of the engine and the soothing sound of my car pulling up grabs our attention and saves me from asking him and prying.
It’s not until I walk around and open the door that I check my phone and see the missed calls and texts. Eli never texts, and he knows not to.

A’S SAFE and sound but shit happened. Call me when you can.

IT’S the only text I’ve ever received from him. And I read it over and over, not breathing.
She’s safe. Anxiety creeps up and doesn’t leave me, forcing me to unbutton my collar as I walk around the other side and tell Jase to get out and drive. My hand slams on the roof when he doesn’t move fast enough. “You drive!” I scream at him and feel raw fear at the back of my throat.
She’s safe.
“What’s wrong?” He doesn’t object but stares at me the entire time he moves around to the other side.
With the key in the ignition, he sits there staring at me while Eli’s phone rings.
“Come on,” I grit out.
“What’s wrong?” he asks again.
“Drive to the safe house,” I yell at him, irritated by Eli not answering and pissed off that I’m here and not with Aria. But more than anything I’m scared that something happened to her. It’s been nearly forty minutes since he called.
The ringing stops and it goes to his voicemail. Motherfucker. I lean forward, my palms on the dash and try to calm the fuck down. She’s safe.
“Tell me again how we should take on more when this shit is out of hand,” I mutter to Jase as he pulls up to a stop sign.
“What happened?” he asks again, incredulity in his voice. I stare at my brother, not knowing what to say because I don’t fucking know. I need to know.
“She’s safe,” I say out loud but it’s more of a reminder to myself and Jase asks, “Aria?”
As I nod my head, the phone rings in my hand.
“Eli,” I answer quickly, feeling my pulse throb harder.
“We have a problem,” he tells me as Jase makes a right and then stops at the light. He’s staring at me instead of watching the road.
“Four men on First Street took a shot at our crew. They knew where they were and went for the two stations at the end of the security block. Only one of our guys took a shot, he’s with the doc now and he’ll be fine.”
One breath out, a deep, low breath and I swallow the spiked knot of fear. She’s fine, I remind myself. My eyes close and my head falls against the headrest.
My heart is thudding, rather than beating.
“Whose men?” I ask him, and he answers, “Not Romano or Talvery.”
My jaw clenches, as does my fist. Fucking great. That’s the last thing I need right now. Another asshole fucking with me.
“Anything else?” I ask him, opening my eyes and staring at the cabin of the car. The red and white lights from outside dance on the ceiling as he speaks. “All four men are dead, but they were known to hang out with the man who tried to take Addison. The one Daniel killed back when he was checking out Iron Heart. Men for hire. And Carter,” he pauses and so does the beat in my chest. I know it has to do with Aria. I can feel it. “I was with Aria at the time. She was there.”
I can’t swallow. I try, but I can’t. There’s something in the way and I can’t breathe.
“She’s okay. But she was there, and she fucked up one of the guys.”
My gaze shifts to Jase, who’s asking me what’s going on. I can only stare at him as I question Eli, “What do you mean, she fucked one of them up? You’re supposed to protect her!” The rage is minuscule compared to everything else I feel. The shock and fear that she was there, the relief that she’s safe and fine. The pride that she fought alongside my men.
I can hear him huff and it sounds like he switches ears to tell me, “She killed a guy. She got away from me, chased him down the street and beat the piss out of him.”
My Aria. My songbird.
“I’ll remember that the next time she lets me off with a warning,” I say softly, imagining it happening but I can’t. I can’t see it.
“Is she upset?” I ask him, knowing she will be. I yearn for a time when she’s happy again. When this is all over and she looks at me the way she did before.
“She’s not handling it well, but she honestly wasn’t doing that good before it went down.”
“Anything else I should know?” I ask him as I see the sign for Hill Road and Jase turns the corner, not slowing down. The tires squeal as Eli tells me that’s it.
“I’ll be there in a minute. Gather the guys, I want to go over everything and see the footage.”





CHAPTER 127
Aria

I’ve killed two men, yet I don’t feel sorry.
Staring at myself in the mirror as I brush out my hair, I don’t feel sorry at all. I’m empty inside, and there’s no sense of remorse; I don’t even have anger left. Nothing. I feel nothing for the man I killed tonight. I remember his wide eyes full of fear. I can feel his hands on me, pushing me away. I can feel the thud of the gun hitting my skin over and over as it crashed into him.
And yet, I feel nothing.
Even Stephan. Thinking of him makes me feel nothing at all.
The hairbrush tugs as I pull it through a knot, and I take my time to carefully brush it away.
I think I must be sick. It can’t be normal to feel nothing at all when hours ago I killed a man. My eyes drift to the mirror and I stare at the woman I’ve become. I look the same as before. The same eyes, my mother’s eyes. The same everything as months ago.
But I’m not that girl anymore. The problem is, I don’t know who I am.
Without Carter… suddenly the emotions flood back, and I have to slam the brush down on the vanity. It’s an antique piece of furniture and I stare at the weathered wood top wishing it would give me answers and take this pain away.
He told me I would always be his and it gave me a freedom. But that freedom scares me now that he left me. I don’t think he’ll ever take me back and it leaves me feeling hollow inside. There’s nothing remaining but the ache of him not loving me.
I suck in a breath, knowing I need to accept it and think about where I’ll go and who I’ll be once this week and this war are over.
All I know for certain is that I’ll be alone. And that sounds like the worst thing in the world when you’re empty inside.
I don’t want to be alone.
The knock at the bedroom door startles me and I nearly jump in my seat. “Come in,” I call out, opening the drawer to the vanity and placing the hairbrush inside.
My gaze catches the phone still sitting on the vanity. A phone that’s been silent all day and all night.
What’s the point of giving it to me if he had no intention of using it?
It works both ways. I know I could call him. But I’d rather let the tension sever what’s left between Carter and me. It’s best to let it slip away so when my time’s up here, it’ll be easier to walk away.
“You’re not in bed yet?” Addison’s soft voice carries into the room.
“Can’t sleep,” I tell her, not looking her in her eyes. I may not feel sorry for what I did, but I still don’t want Addison to know. I don’t want her to look at me and see the heartless killer I can be.
“I know the feeling,” she sighs and makes her way to my bed. Sitting on the end of it, she pulls her knees up and pushes her heels into the mattress. “I wanted to check on you,” she tells me hesitantly. Her voice is careful, considerate, but her eyes dart from her painted toenails to where I’m sitting as if she doesn’t know if what she has to say should be said.
My pulse flutters. Maybe she already knows.
“What’s up?” I ask her, refusing to let the anxiety take over. I am who I am. I’ve done what I’ve done. If she doesn’t understand that, there’s nothing I can do about it. I can’t take back what’s been done.
“Eli said you needed a little space earlier when I came down.” I thought I heard something outside… I decided not to sleep and just shower, but when I got out it sounded like…” She picks at the fresh polish on her nails and peeks at me. “He said you were in the shower but to give you some space because you didn’t seem like yourself?” she questions me, not trusting what Eli said to be true.
Swallowing thickly, I nod and then wet my lips. “There was an incident on the way to the corner store, but it’s okay.” I shrug my shoulders and turn back to the vanity, picking up the phone and holding it up for her to see before dropping it into my lap. “Nothing serious enough for Carter to call and reprimand me,” I huff a sarcastic response while rolling my eyes, trying to lighten the truth of what happened.
Glancing at the phone, and then meeting my gaze she asks, “So you’re all right?”
“Yeah.” My answer is easy and I’m hoping she’ll drop it.
“And you and Carter?” she asks and then adds, “If you don’t want to talk, that’s fine.” Her voice is stronger, louder and contains no offense whatsoever. “I know sometimes people like to keep things in.”
“I like to talk,” I tell her honestly and then feel the tug of a sad smile. “Sometimes.” My voice is low and so quiet I’m not sure she heard. “Some things I’d rather not talk about, but even still, I always like to talk about something. And when it comes to Carter…” The emotions swell in my throat, stopping the words from coming easily. “When it comes to Carter, I think maybe the best thing to talk about is how to move on from someone you love when they don’t love you.”
“I’m sorry.” The sympathy in Addison’s voice pushes the ache in my chest down to the pit of my stomach.
“It is what it is. He made mistakes, I made mistakes, but none of it matters anyway. We could never be together. Not being the people we are.” The words come out easier and clearer than I imagined they would. Addison’s expression remains soft as she searches my gaze for something. I’m not sure what.
“What’s going to happen then?” she asks me, breathing in deeply and wrapping her arms around her legs while setting her chin on her knees. Sitting feet away from her at the vanity, I wish I had an answer for her, but all I can think is, “Maybe I’ll do what my friend, Addison did once, maybe I’ll travel the world.”
With a hopeful smile and optimism in my voice, I add, “I’d like to be like her.”
Addison’s smile is less than joyous as she replies, “I heard she did that because she was afraid.” Her lips pull down and she bites down on her bottom lip. “I ran away, Aria. I ran because I couldn’t face what was left here.”
“Do you regret it?”
“No,” she answers in a quick breath and seems to struggle to say something else, so I push her to speak her mind. “Whatever you’re thinking,” I tell her, “you don’t have to hide it from me. I won’t judge you.”
“I don’t regret it, because it all brought me back here and brought me back to Daniel.” Her voice cracks and she looks away, back to the closed door of the bedroom.
“So, you and Daniel?” I ask her and keep my weak smile in place, no matter how my gut churns. She’s going back to him and I’m going to be alone.
“I love him, Ria,” she tells me softly, not realizing how she’s pulling at every emotion inside of me.
“I know you do,” I somehow, some way, speak the truth without letting on how much pain my heart is in. I’ll lose Carter because I’m not the woman he needs. And I’ll lose Addison because Daniel will never let her go and she’ll never let him go either. Even if that means she’ll turn a blind eye to the things he does.
As if reading my mind, she tells me, “I don’t agree with what he does sometimes, but I know he has his reasons. And I’m so sorry, Aria,” she apologizes, and I cut her off, waving my hand in the air recklessly.
“Stop it. Don’t apologize. You get it now, don’t you?” I ask her, feeling winded by the question. By the idea that with her answer, she still may not understand this complicated mess of pain and love that Carter and I make together.
“I don’t agree with it,” she tells me with sad eyes, but she doesn’t deny that she understands why.
“You don’t have to,” I tell her and then wipe the sleep from my eyes. “It’s weird, but it makes me feel better knowing you understand. Even if it’s still not…” Right. Right is the word I nearly say, but it can’t be the correct word. Because I don’t care how wrong what we had was, it was right for me. It was right for me.
And I refuse to call what we had wrong.
“Does it upset you that I still love Daniel?” she asks me, and I shake my head no.
“If I were you, I’d love him too. He’ll fight for you till the day he dies.” I almost get choked up, knowing Daniel would do just that. While Carter won’t even tell me he loves me. It shouldn’t matter to me as much as it does. But not hearing those words from him… it’s killed a part of me that I don’t think will ever breathe again.
A yawn creeps up and the exhaustion and weight from everything that happened today, every loss, every failure, makes me crave sleep.
I could sleep forever if sleep would take away this pain.
“I didn’t mean to get into all that,” Addie tells me, moving off the bed and brushing her hair to the side. She runs her fingers through her hair as she tells me, “I didn’t sleep earlier, and I was wondering if you had that vial?”
Getting up from the vanity, I leave the phone on the worn wood top and make my way to the dresser. It’s so quiet tonight, it’s only as I open up the dresser drawer and hear the pull that I realize I can’t hear the crickets. There have been crickets the last two nights, so loud that I had to pretend they were singing me a lullaby in order to sleep.
With the vial in my one hand, I shut the drawer with a hard thud and peek out of the window.
“It’s so dark tonight, isn’t it?” I ask Addison, the thin curtain grazing my fingers before I pull it back and face her.
“It is. Maybe tomorrow we’ll see the stars,” she says with a hint of a smile on her lips.
“Sweet dreams.” The words slip from me as I pass the vial to her and she tells me goodnight.
As she leaves me alone in the quiet, dark room, I can’t help but feel like it’s the last night I’ll tell her goodnight. Something inside of me, something that chills every inch of me is certain of it.
The covers rustle as I pull them back and climb into bed. I pull them closer to me, all the way up to my neck and stare at the glass knob on the door praying sleep will take me, but the nerves inside of me crawl in my stomach, in a slinking way that makes me feel sick and no matter how tightly I hold the covers, I’m freezing cold. My toes especially.
I almost get up to put socks on, almost. But I can’t. A childish fear and feeling deep in my soul wants me to stay right where I am and I listen to that fear, I obey it.
Until my tired eyes burn and the darkness slips in.
Just as I close my eyes, feeling the respite of sleep flow over every inch of me, I think I hear the door open, but when I open my eyes, it’s closed. There’s no one here.
It’s only the darkness and quietness… the signs of loneliness that lie with me tonight.

THE SCREAMS from Addison rip me from my dreamless sleep. My heart pounds against my ribcage as I hear her scream again.
The clock on the dresser blinks at me; hours have passed, and I must have fallen asleep.
My legs feel heavy as I fight with the covers to move fast enough, to get out and go to Addie.
Heaving in a breath I make it halfway to the door before it bursts open. Addie’s eyes are wide, her face pale and her hair a messy halo around her head.
“Aria,” she cries out my name, pulling me hard into her, so hard it knocks what little breath is in my lungs out of me, but the way she trembles, the way her nails dig into me, I know something’s wrong.
“He was here,” she whispers in a voice drenched in terror. “I felt him,” she whimpers, pulling away from me to close my bedroom door.
As she backs away from me, she almost bumps into me and startles when I carefully take her hand.
Her fear is contagious, and I struggle to remain calm but without any idea of what she’s talking about, I have to ask her, “Who? Who was here?”
“Tyler,” she tells me and then tears leak from her eyes. She doesn’t blink, she stares at me, willing me to believe her as the tears freefall and cradle her cheeks. “Tyler… it felt so real. He was there, Aria. I felt him.”
Goosebumps travel over every inch of me and the same coldness that pricked the back of my neck when I saw the king of wands lingers there once again.
“Tyler?” I question her, knowing Tyler’s the fifth Cross brother. The youngest. The one who died.
“It was so real,” she tells me as she grabs my wrists hard. Too hard. Although it hurts, I don’t pull away; I can’t. “He’s angry,” she says, and her words are hoarse and hushed. The intense look in her eyes refuses to let me feel anything but the sincerity and desperation in her words.
Rushing her words, she tells me, “At first, he only held me and I swear I felt him. I could feel him holding me so tightly.” She releases me to cover her eyes as she falls to her knees crying harder and harder, but she doesn’t stop telling me what happened.
“He held me and told me he still loves me. He said it’s okay to love Daniel. He still loves me, and he’ll stay with me. But Aria,” she finally looks back up to me, with red-rimmed eyes, “he’s angry we left. He was never mad. Tyler never got angry and he said we need to go back. He grabbed my arms. He made me promise.” She gasps for breath as she grips her own arms, still on her knees and shaking with fear.
My own legs are weak as I lower myself to her eye level. My knees hit the cold hardwood floor. Gripping her shoulders softly, I wait for her to look me in the eyes.
“It was a dream,” I tell her, and she shakes her head.
“It was so real.”
“The drug,” I try to tell her, but she shakes her head harder, her hair viciously flailing around her shoulders.
“He told me to tell you something.” Blinking away the tears, she sniffles and tells me, “He said to hold him as tight as you can, or he’ll die.” My blood turns to ice as I stare into her eyes.
I remember the terror I had. It was only a dream.
It’s only a dream. But I don’t know how to convince her.
“He told me to leave and I have to,” she tells me in a whisper of a breath. “I have to go back.” The remorse in the air between us is palpable. And my heart sinks lower.
I don’t say a word, I only grip her close to me, squeezing her until the sound of the bedroom door flinging open startles both of us.
My stomach’s still in my throat when I see Eli in the doorway, his figure black and silhouetted by the light from the hall.
“I heard screaming and came up to your room,” he breathes heavily and then steps in, a look of relief settling over his face. “When I got there, it was empty. You scared the shit out of me, Addison,” Eli’s accent is thick as he runs his hand over his face, sleep and worry both evident in his bloodshot eyes.
Addison doesn’t let go of me, she doesn’t move. All she does is look up at him in silence.
“Are you all right?” he asks her, and she shakes her head no.
Her voice croaks when she starts to tell him but then looks at me, “I want to go…”
She holds my gaze and I offer her a small smile, squeezing her hand and sitting back on my heels to tell her, “Go.”
“What’s going on?” Eli asks and Addison hugs me tight. The tears don’t stop when she whispers, “Come with me please.”
The idea of going back to Carter…
“He doesn’t love me,” is all I can tell her, feeling the last petal wither and die inside of me. “There’s nothing for me there.”
Her gaze doesn’t leave mine. Even as Eli walks closer to us, towering over us and waiting for an answer.
“Tomorrow,” she whispers and then hugs me one last time. I can feel her tears on my shoulder and I promise myself to remember this. We’ll share a friendship forever, even if we never see each other again.
She breaks the hug before I’m ready to let go, standing and smoothing her nightgown out before wiping the tears under her eyes.
Rubbing her arm and looking sheepish, she tells Eli, “I don’t want to sleep.”
She walks past him before he can say anything else, slipping into the yellow light pouring from the doorway and going right rather than left, heading to the kitchen, away from her bedroom.
“Is she okay?” Eli asks me in a tone suggesting he truly needs to know; he’s genuinely concerned for her.
I feel the ache deep in my body as I stand up on shaky legs, still cold, still tired, and in the depths of my bones, scared. I don’t like what terrors that drug brings.
Hold him as tight as you can, or he’ll die.
A chill flows over my skin and I look Eli in the eyes to tell him, “She just had a nightmare. It was only a nightmare.”
He doesn’t speak for a moment and I peek over my shoulder to check the time, it’s past three and I just want a few hours of sleep.
“You should stay with her,” I offer him, wanting to be alone and his forehead pinches with a question he doesn’t voice.
He stands there a second longer than I’d like, so I look to the door pointedly and then back to him.
“I can never get a good read on you,” Eli says and almost turns from me to leave, but I stop him.
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know where you stand and that makes you…”
“It makes me what?” I press him to continue, although there’s a threat in the way I say it. The days of him protecting me are few. I know where I’ll stand when my father’s dead. He’s not my friend. I’m smart enough to know that.
“It makes you dangerous. It makes me not trust you because I don’t know who you stand for or against.”
“I stand for a lot of people. The only ones I stand against are the ones who get in my way.” Walking him to the door, I look him in the eyes and tell him, “Remember that,” before closing the door and trying to shake off the sick, empty feeling that grows inside of me.





CHAPTER 128
Carter

L eaning against the railing at the bottom of the stairs, I keep hearing her say the lie.
He doesn’t love me.
It’s a lie to me, but maybe she truly believes it.
“She certainly has a way about her,” Eli mutters as he pinches the bridge of his nose and slowly sits at the bottom of the stairs.
“That’s one way to put it.” My expression is unmoving, and I can’t control the scowl. Swallowing the knot in my throat is painful.
“I’m fucking tired,” he mutters, and I tell him to go to bed then.
“You staying here?” he asks and I nod. I can’t fucking move after hearing her say that. Addison’s scream woke me up, but she was faster than I was. I couldn’t hear everything, but I got the gist of it: Addison wants to go back, and Aria doesn’t.
My heart feels like it’s been stomped on, driven over by a tank, and then left for scraps in the dirty gutter.
“I don’t know what to do with her,” I speak out loud, not liking where my thoughts are going. I want her back in the cell. The core of my soul is screaming at me to put her there. She’ll be safe, and she’ll forgive me with time. She has to.
“You don’t trust her?” he asks and peers up at me and waits for my response.
“I trust that I know what she’ll do at this point.” I focus on keeping my breathing steady as I listen to Addison upstairs, turning on the faucet in the kitchen. Our voices won’t carry well, but if she wanted to, she could hear us.
Eli sighs as he nods his head and runs a hand over his knee.
I hated her father when I was a kid. I hated him for what he did to me. I hated him for letting me go alive. I hated him for what he did to my home and what he tried to do to my brothers.
But I’ve never hated him more now. Knowing when I put a bullet in his skull, it will kill her. I can already see how she’ll look at me. I can feel her nails dig into my skin as she claws at me. I can hear her screaming.
I can already feel his death tearing her away from me. We’re hanging on by a single thread and it’s because of him. My jaw clenches and I breathe out low and steady, gazing at the molding that lines the stairwell even though I feel Eli’s eyes on me.
The silence stretches until I ask him, “What do you think of her?”
“Of Aria?”
With a single nod, I appraise his expression, his body language, his tone. Everything. I can’t explain how whenever one of my men is by her or mentions her or her name, I can’t explain how anxiety races through me. She’s my weakness and I want her to receive nothing but respect for her. Respect and fear.
But given everything that’s happened, I don’t think anyone knows what to think of her, or what to think of us.
“I think she has the heart of a lover and the temper of a fighter.”
“You sound like a true Irishman,” I tell him as I huff a response to his answer.
With his asymmetric smirk, he adds, “I wouldn’t want to be her enemy and I think the two of you… together, is something that will be feared.”
“I wouldn’t want to be her enemy either,” I say flatly as my stomach knots and my throat gets tighter. But I am. And I always will be.
It’s not her that makes it impossible to be together.
It’s not me either.
We never had a chance. My gaze falls as I control the numbness that pricks along my skin. I wanted her so badly, I didn’t dare look past the desire for her and see the challenges rooted in our very souls.
She may try to love me, but she will always hate me.
“You think you know what she’ll do after tomorrow? When they’re all dead?” he whispers his question and I nod, feeling the unbearable knot twist even tighter. With the media in an uproar, the cops aren’t holding off for much longer. We promised them tomorrow would be the last day we needed them to stay on the west side while we invade from the east. A single bullet to Talvery’s head and his factions will fall.
Tomorrow, I’m going to murder her father.
“I think she’ll kill me. And I think she’ll hate herself for it but feel it was what she needed to do.” Eli’s gaze falls and my stomach sinks with it. My fingers are so numb I have to clench and relax my hand repeatedly, but it doesn’t work to bring life back to it.
“That’s … a…” he fails to respond.
“I’m choosing to be her enemy and to take everything from her. It doesn’t matter if she thinks she loves me.” The coldness spreads through my chest like ice crackling. “Hate is stronger.” I’m surprised by how strong and unforgiving my words are. “She’ll want revenge for what I’m going to do. I would want it too.”
Eli looks over his shoulder and down the hall, toward Aria’s bedroom. “Is that why you haven’t gone to her?”
Not trusting myself to speak, I only nod. I can’t look her in the eyes and confess how much she means to me, knowing how badly I’m going to hurt her tomorrow.
I won’t do that to her. I’m not that cruel.
Bang, bang, bang, bang!
Adrenaline spikes from my toes straight up through my core, freezing my body, then heating it all at once at the sound of guns going off in the distance. My grip on the railing is white-knuckled as Eli stands and speaks clearly into the device on his wrist.
“Where’d they come from?” he asks, and I bring up the surveillance on my phone, all the while listening. It sounded like it came from blocks away and within seconds I can see two cars blocking the road and men leaning out of the windows.
“East,” Eli answers but I already know. My heart pumps harder and the blood is fueled by the need to react. To grip the hard metal of a gun in my hand and feel the recoil again my palm after I’ve pulled the trigger.
I can hear the men screaming from down the street and the bullets firing as my blood heats. Three blocks at most.
A sick smirk begs to pull at my lips. I should have known Talvery would respond recklessly. Sending what’s left of his men to their funerals.

THE VOICES RING clear from Eli’s earpiece:
Shots fired on Main Street.
Four men on Abbey Road.
Two cars coming up Dorset.

“BLOCK OFF FOURTH STREET; make them come in on foot and don’t hold back fire.” I give Eli the command and he repeats what I said word for word.
The guns sound off like fireworks and Addison’s hard paces carry through the hall. She’s soon pounding on Aria’s door.
Taking the stairs two by two, I grip the railing and get to her as quickly as I can. My lungs heave as I get to her door. “Stay in there and lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone but Eli.” All the words stumble out in a single breath and she looks at me for a moment, breathless and hesitant before nodding.
My heart pounds so hard, harder than it has in a long time. It takes me a moment to realize it’s due to fear. The very real fear of losing Aria.
“I won’t let anything happen to either of you,” I say and stare into Addison’s eyes and wish they were Aria’s. She’s just behind the door and I’m drawn to her. My body aches knowing she’s so close, but I refuse to go in there.
If I do, I don’t know how I’ll leave her.
“Stay in her room.” I barely get the command out, but Addison hears me. For a moment, I wonder if Aria heard me from behind the door. My songbird. The spiked ball grows in my throat as Addison opens the door before retreating behind it. She didn’t say a word to me.
Not a single word.
Every muscle in my body is tight and at odds with what I need to do.
The muted sounds of a man screaming, and the continued gunfire is accompanied by Eli yelling out demands on the floor below us.
I try to calm myself and summon the ruthless side of me that will end this as quickly as it started.
The bullets ring out clearly. Automatic weapons that tear through the brick of houses and metal cars. Windows shatter and men yell out.
So, I move.
Quickly and with determination down the stairs.
My stomach clenches and it’s the first time I can remember where so much was at stake. Where my thoughts are torn between tactics and emotion.
Between fighting to steal the woman I love and running as fast as I can.
“Bring up all the cars and block off every street,” I command Eli while bringing out my phone to text Daniel and tell him where Addison is. The last I heard from him, he was trying to get in touch with Marcus and find out anything he can about the fucker he killed back in Iron Heart.
My heart pounds, and my muscles coil as I listen closely to every word that comes in from the earpiece as I switch to the surveillance screens and watch everything unfold.
I need to move. Standing here is fucking killing me but I have to remind myself that this is war and decoys are common. I won’t be fooled like Talvery was.
Three streets on two sides are under attack, two on top of each other to the east and one furthest to the west of this house.
“They hit three streets at once.”
“Do we have a count on how many men are firing?” I need numbers. Talvery can’t have more than fifty men left.
Eli’s earpiece buzzes and it takes everything in me not to rip it out and take it for myself. “It looks to be about thirty.”
“They may be distractions, hitting the two sides and leaving the south side untouched. Don’t move the men on the south side.”
“Yes, sir,” Eli answers, speaking into the device.
“Count of our men,” Eli barks out the order before relaying what I said. I have fifty men to his thirty. Fifty well-armed and guarded but spread out.

TWO MEN DOWN.
One man down.
We’re holding.

I STARE AT MY PHONE, waiting for Daniel to reply, but I get nothing. Where the fuck is he?
“Three total, Boss,” Eli’s voice is tight as I grip the phone tighter and scream internally for him to tell me where the fuck he is. The cords in his throat tense as he rips the Velcro of his holster, moving it to the side and checking his ammo.
Three men dead.
Three more men dead.
“Kill them all,” I grit out, feeling the rage turn incandescent. My head feels light as I take in a deep breath.
“You and Cason stay with the women,” I give the command while my phone pings and Jase tells me he’s close and coming up the south side and he already told the guards there.
His jaw is hard and clenched, and I know he wants to be out there, but I need him here.
“You two stay here.” I harden my voice and look him in the eyes until he nods.
Shoving my phone in my back pocket, I reach for my gun and then move past Eli to the back room where the other weapons are stored as he tells me, “Yes, Boss.”
I need men with them who know when to leave.
The back room has shelves of guns and I choose from the racks of metal shining back at me, picking up one and shoving it and the ammunition into the waist of my pants before picking up another.
Talvery’s on the outer edge. There’s no way he’ll get in and this entire ground is a safe house. But every safe house can be broken into. I’ve done it before. Sebastian knew that when he built this place.
With time ticking, and the bullets still firing every minute, I turn my back on the arsenal and prepare to join my men. I only stop to tell Eli one thing, “The basement has an underground exit. The code is six, fourteen, eight, eight. Repeat it to me.”
“Six, fourteen, eight, eight.” He’s quick to answer, but I can see the defiance in his eyes.
“Don’t forget it, and if I--”
“We have enough men,” Eli cuts me off and I struggle to hold back the anger. “There’s no way--“
“If I tell you to,” I say looking him in the eyes as my nostrils flare and my body heats with the need to strike back, “take them and lock the door behind you.”
I don’t wait for him to answer, although as I turn my back to him and head down the stairs, I hear him say he’ll do it. The buzzing in my ears is like white noise as I climb down the stairs. I’m ready with a gun in my right hand as I stare at the front door.
I pray Talvery’s here in the flesh and blood, ready to finally pay for all his sins.
“Carter,” Eli calls out to me as I reach the front door.
“What?” I snap at him, feeling the rage, the immediacy, the fear even of losing men and protection for Aria and Addison.
“Your estate... He sent men there.” Eli visibly swallows as my blood chills.
“My brothers?” I ask him quickly, my breathing coming in short pants. The gun in my hand slips and I grip it tighter, praying and swallowing down my fear.
“Jase said he’s coming,” I speak as I remember the text and Eli confirms with a brief nod.
“Jase and Declan are together, they’re on their way and missed it.”
Daniel. My heart beats slow, so slow it’s painful. “Three bombs hit the east wing. And another four to the south wing and the garage.”
“How many men are dead?” The question comes out without conscious consent, all I can think of is Daniel and the last time I saw him when he told me he had plans with Addison.
“Six currently.”
“Where’s Daniel?” I ask him, feeling the threat of a pain that can never be soothed brimming inside of me.
“We don’t know.”





CHAPTER 129
Aria

“ Fuck, fuck,” Addison’s rocking back and forth on the bed, her legs tucked up under her as the guns continue to fire.
Men shout from the floor below us and farther down the streets outside.
“I’ve never heard it last for so long,” I whisper as I peek out into the black night. I watch as each of the streetlights is hit, one by one, spraying shards of white light before fading into the darkness.
Addison’s voice is strained and coated in worry as she asks, “Why would they do that?”
“So they can’t see,” I tell her.
“But then no one can see.”
“It’s a risk they decided was worth taking.” I feel the numbness flow through my blood.
“Who did it? Who shot them?” she asks me as if I’d know.
Tires squeal in the distance and metal crashes against metal. She cries harder, falling apart and then checks her phone again. She buries her face in her knees, rocking harder.
“We can hide in the closet,” she offers although her words are panicked, and I don’t know if she means it or not. “We’ll put the clothes on top of us,” she gasps for breath and rocks again, “they’ll open it but not see us. I used to do it when I was younger. They won’t see us. They won’t see us.”
She’s losing it. The way she rocks, the rapid rate with which she’s talking and the look of terror in her eyes are clear signs. She’s fucking losing it.
“We should have left,” she croaks with tears in her eyes and the numbness turns to a freezing cold along my skin.
“He told us to leave.”
“It was intuition, Addie,” I breathe an excuse even as the gunshots sound louder, closer, the violence making its way to the finish line.
“Where’s Daniel?” She covers her mouth as she cries again and struggles to breathe.
I don’t know what comes over me as I watch her wither away and dissolve into nothing but fear and sorrow, but my hand whips across Addison’s face and she stares up at me in shock before slowly moving her hand to cover the bright red mark.
My hand stings and my heart lurches with the fear of hurting her and losing a friend, but I move closer to her, gripping her shoulders and staring into her eyes to tell her, “We will not die like this.”
Her chest rises and falls with heavy breathing as she waits for me to tell her more.
“Come on,” I say and pull her wrist. “We’re leaving,” I tell her, but she pulls away.
“He told us to stay here,” she breathes and lets her gaze dart between the door and me.
“I don’t care what Eli said.” The frustration, the anger, the terror, and lack of sleep, it all makes my body feel as if it’s on fire and like I’m losing control, but I raise my voice to yell at her, “Come with me!” My dry throat screams in pain as I swallow and tell her, “We need to run.”
The gunshots get louder from outside and steal our attention. They’re getting closer. My heart pounds in my chest and the sound of the door opening behind me makes both of us scream. Addison’s is shrill and so sharp it nearly punctures my eardrum.
Cason’s out of breath as he makes his way toward us and says, “We’re going to the basement.” Addison shakes her head violently, and asks the only question she’s been praying to have an answer to, “Where’s Daniel?”
The pang in my chest strikes hard and I feel like I’m suffocating as I pray to know the same, but about Carter.
The phone is silent. My text to him unanswered.

ARE YOU OKAY?

IT’S all I wanted to know. And he didn’t answer.
“Basement. Now!” Cason yells just as bullets fly past us. The windows shatter, the small pieces raining over Addison, who covers her head with her arms and drops as far as she can forward onto the bed. I fall instantly, lying flat on the floor as I hold my breath, too afraid to move at all. Her shrill scream fills the room again as bullets ricochet and leave a trail of marks from left to right over the wall and bedroom door.
My eyes reach Cason as he stands up straight. He didn’t move. He never had the chance to move. The bullet holes in his chest slowly bleed out, the bright red diffusing and spreading like watercolor paints on canvas.
“No,” I breathe, tears pricking my eyes as his hand moves to one of the punctures at the same time as he falls to his knees. “Cason!” I scream out his name and reach for him, but it’s useless.
The gunshots have stopped; it was a single string of bullets that clattered across the house. But they return again within seconds. Hitting him again in his neck and head, eyes closed before he falls to the floor.
Addison doesn’t scream this time although I can hear her sobs from where I am. Reaching up for her, I pull her down and together we crawl on our stomachs under the bed.
“Daniel,” Addison cries his name over and over, her hands clasped as she prays for him to be all right.
I can’t breathe. It’s so hot and the bullets rain down with no signs of letting up for minutes. More time passes with nothing. No signs of anything and that’s when I see the gun on the floor. Cason’s gun. As I crawl out, Addison grabs me and yells for me not to leave her. My heart lurches at the sound of a door being kicked in downstairs.
“Shh,” I hush her, putting my finger over my lips and then nodding to the gun. With wide eyes, she watches me as I crawl out to get it. The cold beating in my veins picks up as the sound of a man coming up the steps gets louder and louder. The open bedroom door shows his shadow in the hall just as I reach the gun with my fingertips.
The cold metal slips in my grasp and the sound of it sliding across the floor rips my gaze up to the doorway. Without looking, I snatch the gun and Addison pulls me back under the bed.
The gun is heavy, so heavy in my hand. Addison’s hands are covering her mouth as a shadow steps into the room. The floor creaks with the man’s weight and his black boots are splattered with blood.
I grip the gun with both hands as he takes three agonizingly slow steps closer to Cason’s body, right before kicking his shoulder over with his boot to see his face.
Bending down, I get a partial glimpse of the man as he steals Cason’s phone from his pocket. The fear is paralyzing. I can’t breathe. I can’t do anything.
My gaze moves to the vanity and I can see my reflection, but I can see the man’s too as he scowls down at Cason’s dead body and lifts his gun to his head.
Bang, bang!
The gun goes off and Addison jolts each time, her eyes closed tight and her hands pressing harder against her mouth.
My heart hammers, praying he didn’t hear her, but it doesn’t matter if he did or not, because the man’s eyes reach mine in the mirror. Cold and dark, with wrinkles that show his age. He’s in the same black hoodie as the man I killed earlier, and I know this man is not one of my father’s men.
The attacks out there, I think they’re from my father. But the men who have made it to the safe house… they’re not.
He’s quicker than me, taking a large stride and grabbing me from under the bed. His grip on my left forearm is paralyzing and I nearly drop the gun. My back scratches against the underside of the wire bedframe and the pain forces a scream from me.
My finger is on the trigger and I can’t get it to go off. I pull it again and again.
“The safety.” Addison’s voice is hoarse, and the words pushed through clenched teeth.
He reaches down with his other hand, grabbing my other wrist and that’s when Addison rips the gun from me and fires. The heat from the barrel of the gun singes my skin and I scream from the pain.
Bang! Bang!
She pulls the trigger again and again as my left side falls to the floor with the man’s grip nonexistent.
I can hear Addison’s gasp and the clunk of the gun as the man’s dead white eyes stare back at me.
My hollow chest is gutted as I stare at him and then to the doorway. My heart beats too loudly to hear anything and I have to swallow and blink away the fear to grab the gun Addison dropped and point it at the door.
I lie half under the bed, half out, with a burn scorching my forearm and wait. Time passes quickly, as quickly as my blood races through my veins.
“He’s dead,” Addison whispers a painful truth. “I killed him,” she whispers.
“Shh,” I hush her, “Quiet!”
The pounding of my heart slows as I realize the man almost got me and she saved me.
“You saved me,” I whisper with tears in my eyes although I stare straight ahead.
“I killed him,” she says back in a harsh whisper.
It’s only then that I realize it’s silent once again. No gunshots. Not from outside and not a sound inside the house.
I listen closely and hear cars outside a few blocks down, but they aren’t rushed and the tires don’t squeal. Rising slowly, I nearly scream when Addison grabs my ankle.
“Fuck,” I barely get out the word over the harsh beat of fear in my chest.
“Is it safe?” Addison asks, and I tell her the truth, “I don’t know.”
It’s hard to contain terror, even when there’s no present danger. My gaze doesn’t leave the doorway as I crawl to the window. Even as I rise up slowly and pull the curtain ever so softly, I don’t dare take my eyes from the doorway for a few minutes longer.
No more gunshots and lights are on inside the houses that were black now. A car passes with its headlights and I see some men I recognize a street down.
“I think it’s over,” I whisper to her but still crawl to reach her. “Take the gun,” I put it in her hand and when she objects I tell her I’m taking the dead man’s gun.
“I’m going downstairs.” With my words, Addison’s eyes go wide and she grips my wrist with a bruising force. My breathing is still unsteady, and my heart doesn’t find a normal cadence either.
“I have to make sure it’s okay. I’m going to find Eli,” I tell her, and the mention of Eli seems to calm her down. Her cheeks are red, and tears still linger in her eyes.
“Stay here,” I whisper and put my hand over hers. I squeeze it once before leaving her, crawling past the dead man, and taking his gun with me. I don’t stand up until I’m past the door. Blood coats my pajama pants from where I crawled through it. Standing outside the door and staring at the stairwell, I breathe in deeply over and over, trying to calm myself.
Small shards of glass pierce my forearms and I pick them out, wincing as I do. The pain is nothing with all the adrenaline running through me, but still, I’m mesmerized by the bright red and the evidence of what we’ve just been through.
The moment I close my eyes, a phone rings behind me.
Ring, ring and my heart shudders in my chest. A shuddering as if being brought back to life. “Daniel,” Addison’s voice rings out clear, the moment I think Carter’s name.
My throat goes dry as I swallow and hear her tell him how worried she was.
Carter didn’t call.
It’s not Carter.
It takes everything in me to step forward. The feeling of loss runs deep in my blood and I struggle to keep it together. One heavy step after another, with the gun in my right hand and my left hand gripping the railing, I walk down the steps quietly, hearing the faint sounds of Addison from the bedroom and nothing else in the house.
I may not have felt anything for the man I killed upstairs, nothing but hate, and less than that for the other man in the same black hoodie who died earlier today, but as I stand over Eli’s dead body in the foyer, I cry.
Heavy sobs that bring me to my knees and steal the warmth from my body.
I can’t breathe as my trembling fingers touch his throat, searching for a pulse, but finding none.
My feet kick out and I crawl backward, away from his body until my back hits the wall.
Covering my face in the crook of my arm, I can’t stop crying.
His life was wasted on mine. Cason’s life wasted on mine.
How much death can I be responsible for, before I lose any love I could possibly have for myself?
The opening of the back door, the slamming of the knob into the wall forces me to go silent. I hold my breath and crawl to the other corner as the footsteps quicken.
“Fuck, no,” Daniel’s voice carries into the foyer as he reaches Eli. “Shit,” he breathes the word with true mourning before his heavy footsteps hit the stairs.
“Addison!” he cries out her name as my head hits the wall and my breath comes in staggered, sharp pulls.
The back door is still open, the wind carries through the house and the cool air calls to me like a siren.
I’m numb as I stand and make my way to the door, with trees lining the back of the yard, it’s pitch black, but I can see there’s no one here.
There’s nothing here.
Nothing but the dark and the quiet as I take a single step out. And then another as the cold flows over my skin. And another.
The thoughts of how life has spiraled downward ever since I laid eyes on Carter Cross run through my mind. Or maybe ever since he laid eyes on me. It’s hard to know which, really.
The thoughts consume me as I breathe in the cold air.
The thoughts… and then the hard chest that slams my back into it and the large hand that covers my mouth as I scream.





CHAPTER 130
Carter

I recognize some of these faces. Men who have stared at me from a distance with hate but didn’t have the balls to pull the trigger. I’ve passed so many of them on street corners as I drove past Carlisle and sometimes into Talvery territory over the years.
Bang!
I’ve imagined the bullet holes in their foreheads for years.
My blood is ringing with anger as I point the trigger at a man hunched behind the car and waiting with his back to me for one of my men to come into his view. He won’t even see it coming. Bang!
Declan’s iPad shows each of the streets, lined with dead bodies and riddled with bullet holes, broken glass and the shells of bullets that have stolen dozens of lives tonight.
War comes with a hefty cost and it’s sickening but it fuels my need for vengeance.
“Four more on Second Street,” Declan speaks into his mic.
Jase and I watch him carefully and keep an eye out on each side of the building we’re stationed behind. Declan cheats at war, using surveillance that doesn’t let a soul hide.
“Straight down from the street sign, head up the right side of the street and get them from the back. They’re behind the--”
Shots ring out and I glance at the screen to see each of the four turning around too late. Their guns held in the air, aiming, but too slow to do anything before their bodies drop.
The night air is quiet.
It hasn’t been more than thirty minutes since I’ve left, but the realization of how much time has passed since I’ve heard a word about Aria sends a tremor of terror rocking through me like a slow wave.
“We still have the two,” Jase reminds me and tugs my arm to follow him.
Only two of Talvery’s men are left. But he wasn’t among them and neither was Nikolai.
The thought reminds me of Aria, crying on the bed as she confessed how she’ll never forgive me if I killed them. How easy it would have been for the two of them to have died tonight at the hands of other men.
Swallowing the regret, I check my phone and see Cason’s text that they’re secured and safe. He sent it only ten minutes ago. She’s safe. And at this moment, she’s still in my grasp. That’s all that matters.
I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until I read that message and then the next, a text from Daniel saying that he was almost to the safe house.
Go straight to them, I text him and then add, It’s over. There’s just a message left to send.
Jase is peeking over my shoulder and his lip twitches as he mutters, “message to send,” and then kicks in the back door, a door scarred with bullet holes. It reveals two men on their knees with a row of my men behind them.

“WHAT ARE YOUR NAMES?” My voice bellows in the small room that looks like it was once used for entertainment. A busted bookshelf stands in the back left corner, board games spilling out over the floor and the projector screen straight ahead is littered with small holes.
Nearly every house on this block and the next will be just like this. The people were cleared out two days ago, bribed or threatened to leave, whichever method was more effective.
Jase crouches down in front of one of the two men and says, “If I were you, I’d answer my brother.” The man behind him, the one pointing a gun at our captive lets out a single rough laugh and the man next to him follows.
“Fuck you,” the old man says. He’s on his knees and bent like that makes his stomach look even larger. He’s got to be in his forties and as he spits at Jase’s feet, the wrinkles on his face tighten. He nearly topples over without being able to put his hands out in front of him; they’re cuffed behind his back, just like his friend to the right of him.
Jase stands up and moves to the next man, but when he does, my heart drops and a sick feeling spreads through my veins. “Where’d you get that hoodie?” I ask him and come closer to him, close enough to grab his collar and pull him up to look at his face.
He’s younger with beady eyes and thin lips. He doesn’t say anything at all, but there’s a hint of a smile on his lips like he knows a secret I don’t.
“You,” my voice comes out harsh as I drop the asshole in the black hoodie and let him fall hard on the ground. He coughs up a laugh and I grab the old man’s shirt, fisting it and the back of his head with my other hand.
“What’s his name,” I grit out the question and shake the old man, repeating myself in a scream that rips up my throat when he doesn’t answer. “What’s his name!”
“Fuck, I don’t know!” The old man looks back at me like I’ve gone mad as I breathe heavily, my lungs heaving air.
“This one is Talvery,” I drop the old man and move to the one in the hoodie, the one whose eyes are nothing but a well of blackness.
“This one is hired,” I speak as I crouch in front of him, feeling my heart race.
“Talvery doesn’t need to hire anyone.” The old man speaks up until his executioner chambers a round and the click shuts him up.
“Where did you find this one?” I ask the man standing behind him. When I peer up, I see it’s Logan.
He looks to his left and then to his right, stuttering to answer.
“Logan,” I stand slowly, “Where did this one come from?”
“He was inside the line, shooting at the target, sir,” another man speaks up.
“The target?” My heart pounds, but I remind myself that Daniel should be there.
“The safe house,” the soldier clarifies.
A cold numbness runs through me as the man in the black hoodie, barely on his knees says, “My partner went in and finished what I started.”
I turn to my brother, who’s already on his phone. “Where’s Daniel?” I ask him as my chest heaves for air. I squeeze the gun harder and when the fucker laughs at me, a deep laugh that chills the very marrow in my bones and fills the room, I whip it across his face, feeling the force of it splinter up my hand.
“Confirmed man dead in the safe house, wearing a black hoodie,” Jase’s response soothes the fear, bringing my rage down to a simmer.
“He’s dead?” I ask Jase to tell me again as relief teases me.
“Addison said Aria shot him.”
“She never fails to amaze me.” As much as the pride fills me, there’s nothing but rage that shows. Anger that they got close to her. To my songbird. They came close enough to hurt her. My fists clench tightly, spreading the thin skin across my knuckles as I breathe in slowly, deeply, seeing nothing but red.
“Daniel came up the south side, where there was less action and he’s with Addison now.”
I hear Jase’s words, I know I do, but they don’t register.
This man with the sick smile on his knees in front me, he conspired to hurt her. My stomach churns at the thought of how narrowly Addison and Aria escaped being hurt, or worse.
The first punch to his jaw, I don’t even realize came from me. Not even as the skin across my knuckles splitting sends a pain up my arm. Again and again, I land punches across his face, listening to the cracking of bone in the deafening silence that fills the room.
The pulse of my racing blood is all I can hear. That and the sound of the man spitting blood across the floor as I grab him by the collar and roll him on his back to crouch on top of him. With his hands cuffed behind him, his back arches and he tries to roll back to his side, clenching and giving me daggers through his narrowed eyes.

“WHO HIRED YOU?” I grit out the question and a beat passes, then another. He huffs a breath through his nose and the corners of his lips pick up in an asymmetric grin, displaying a ring of crimson blood around his teeth.
The fingers of my right hand crush his throat, forcing it to the ground and feeling his blood rush beneath my grip as I slam my fist into his face again. His eye is swollen and when I punch him again, I hear his nose crack and watch blood seep around his eyes, making them black although not nearly as black as the depth of his irises.

“HOW DID you get past my men?” I scream the question, bringing my face close to his. The words tear up my throat, grating as they go and leaving a searing pain. All I can see is Aria, surrounded by men in black hoodies and before he can even answer, I slam my head into his, hearing the sickening crunch of his broken bones grinding against one another from the impact.
I have to release him, to get up and walk around him, staring at the man on the ground and picturing Aria standing over another just like him.
They got too close. Too fucking close.
“That one… that one I’d love to answer.” I barely make out the words, they’re spoken so softly. He coughs up blood, but then rests his head down on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. The man sways, barely coherent, but the smile still wishes to stay on his lips. It falters as he blinks slowly, his consciousness failing him.
Licking my lower lip, I steady my breath and bend down to get closer to him, gripping the back of his head. I grip onto his skull as I tug at his hair and force him to look at me.
“Tell me,” I utter the demand gravely and his eyes flash with something. A look of delicious contentment. It’s only then I realize how much I’ve shown him. How much I’ve shown everyone.
Aria is my everything. She alone has the will to turn me into a madman.
“Tell me,” I push out the words through clenched teeth and feel my muscles coil, ready to assault him again, but he answers quickly this time.

“EVERY EXIT IS AN ENTRANCE.”
My eyes search his, trying to register the meaning of his words. “I don’t have time for—"
“Your little underground escape route… it was our way in. My job was easy, get outside and cause a ruckus, so my partner could do his job.” He answers my unspoken question and seems to settle, so I grip his hair tighter, not giving him a moment of comfort.
“And what was his job?”
My heart beats faster, knowing they wanted Addison, but unsure of where Aria stands.
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” he mutters under his breath as his eyes roll into the back of his skull. I shake the fucker, waking him and stare into his cold gaze.
“Tell me.” My command comes out low and vicious, my face getting closer to his as the life slips from him.
“I’ll tell you one thing. It was only one girl a month ago, but then he upped it to two.”
Bastards! My throat closes, and I struggle to stay where I am, my muscles burning to go to her. To Aria and to keep everyone away from her forever. No one will ever get to her. Never!
“Who did?” I don’t know how I’m able to ask the question or to stay still as I wait for his answer.
“I’ll die before I tell you,” he replies, but then his head falls back. He’s close to death already. Close, but not quite there yet.
“Logan,” I say and raise my voice, but I don’t look away from the man in my grasp. He’ll soon be dead.
“Sir?” he asks hesitantly from somewhere to my right. I can hear his feet drag again the floor as he comes closer. “Brass knuckles?” I question him and then the sound of other men moving about registers.
“Someone,” I say as I stare straight into my victim’s icy gaze, “give me brass knuckles.”
“Carter!” Jase shouts my name and rips my attention away. The warmth of blood splatters on my forearm and the man coughs in my grasp.
“What?” My question is sneered, pissed off that he would dare interrupt this. “He came after Aria!” I scream so loud; her name reverberates off the walls as I stare at Jase.
My chest rises and falls, my breathing coming in ragged and faster.
“Carter,” Jase’s voice is low but accompanied by the sound of the man in my grasp speaking at the same time.
“I couldn’t wait to get them,” he mutters beneath his breath.
“Carter!” My brother screams at me as I slam my fist into his jaw, hearing it crack as it dislocates. It dangles from his face and the sight only fuels me to take out more of my rage on him.
My shoulders are wound tight, needing more of a release as the asshole falls forward and Jase screams my name again. “Carter!”
“I’m not done with him,” I grind out the words as I push Jase away from me, refusing to look at him and not the man who dared threaten my Aria. The man rocks on his shoulder, his face deformed and covered in blood. He has to roll forward to keep from choking on it or drowning in his own blood as he struggles to cough it up, but his movements are weak and slow. He’s close. Too fucking close. I want him to live to see what true pain really is.
“Sir,” Logan’s voice is heard as a metal block is placed in my periphery. I’ve never smiled as sadistic of a smile as I do now.
“Should I do him the favor of killing him?” I ask no one in particular as I crouch in front of him and slip the thumb of my right hand over the brass that covers the knuckles on my left hand.
“Carter!” My gaze narrows as I peer up at my brother who’s reaching out for me, reaching his hand out with a look that begs me to listen to him.
I don’t take his hand, but I search his expression. He’s worried, his eyes a pit of loss and despair. All the heat in my body suddenly feels doused with ice. A chill runs through me as I ask him with the last breath I have, “What?”
I barely register the painful groan the man, still barely alive, utters at my feet.
“What about Aria?” Jase asks me with a look of desperation and I finally hear the other men in the room. The war isn’t over, and this place isn’t safe now that it’s been breached.
“I’m taking her home.” I give him the only answer I can. It doesn’t matter what she wants; a man got to her and that’s unacceptable. Fuck! I grind my teeth and throw the brass knuckles into the torn projector screen when I remember the house was hit.
My body is shaking, vibrating with the need to protect her yet having my options limited. I will protect her. The very thought soothes me. She is mine and no one will hurt her. I’ll never let anyone close to her again.
“I’ll take her wherever I go.” I give him my answer in a tone that brooks no further discussion, hiding the agony of what’s devouring my every thought, but that doesn’t change the look on his face. It doesn’t remove an ounce of the fear in his expression.
“Where is she?” Jase asks, and my pulse slows, the adrenaline leaving me at the very thought of being with Aria tonight. Even if she hates me tomorrow.
“Daniel has her.” I feel my brow furrow when I look at him, and everything slows. It slows and the world around us turns to a faded, blurred image. My heart beats once. He was just talking to Daniel. My heart beats again. “He has her,” I repeat when Jase does nothing but visibly swallow and the already quiet room goes completely silent.
“No, he doesn’t.” I see nothing but red and everything turns to white noise as Jase tells me, “Aria’s gone.”

To Be Continued…





ENDLESS
Book 4

He holds a power over me like no one else ever could.

Maybe it’s because my heart begs to beat in time with his.
Maybe it’s because my body bows to his and his alone.
Maybe it’s because he thought he loved me before he even laid eyes on me.

He thought wrong, and nothing has made me suffer like keeping that secret from him. He thought I belonged to him, but he was wrong. It was never supposed to be me.

Our memories are deceiving, but my heart is not.
I know exactly what I want.
What I need more than anything.
I won’t rest until he’s as much mine, as I am his.
It’s always been him.





PROLOGUE
Aria

I only know what Tyler looks like because of pictures. But even before then, when I first had the dream, I knew the boy was someone related to Carter. The Cross brothers all look so alike. He stared at me in the dream, his dark eyes piercing me even from across the field of blues and whites.
I should have been scared because I knew I didn’t belong in this make-believe land conjured by my dream, but a soft smile lingered on his lips. Welcoming and endearing. He was kind. A kind soul among the flowers, although his words were anything but.
“She lied to you,” he said casually. Words that etched confusion onto my face, but sent a prick of fear to chill my blood like ice.
It’s only then that I heard my mother. I knew it was her instantly from her voice; we sounded so alike. A rustling noise came from somewhere on my right as she walked through the thick field. Her name begged to spill from my lips, rasping up from deep in my throat, but my voice was silent. And my body longed to move to her side, closer to where she was as she walked away slowly from me. But my limbs were still.
I was caught in place as they moved nearer one another, yet continued speaking to me, looking at me. As if they knew I was there even though I was held prisoner by whatever kept me immobile and quiet.
Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and heated my skin as they rolled down my cheeks.
My father always spoke of my mother’s beauty, and I knew it to be true, but she was older in the dreams than I remembered her to be. Age was more than kind to her though.
I tried to call out to her again, ignoring the boy, the Cross brother who had long since passed.
“I never lied,” my mother spoke to me, but all I could feel was the way her words soothed my soul. It’s been so long since I heard her voice. Too long. My fingers itched to move, to reach out to her and feel her embrace once more. I needed to be held so badly and my breath halted, imagining that she would come to me since I couldn’t go to her, but she didn’t.
Her hazel eyes were drenched in sorrow as she whispered, “I never lied to her.” The biting wind carried her voice over the field.
As if her words were a cue, the sky darkened and dry lightning cracked it in two.
“Did you even love her?” the boy asked, looking up at her. “In all of this… did you even love her?” he asked my mother and the anger I felt was immediate, pushing the words up my throat although they still hung silent in the air. Of course she loved me. A mother always loves her children.
Even though the words had gone unvoiced, they both heard me and peered at me, judging my silent comment, but neither answered me. What I silently say to them changes each time the dream comes back, but the lack of an answer never does.
“Of course I did… I still do,” she said and my mother’s voice dragged with regret. “I died for her.” She spoke clearly although pain riddled her words, and Tyler’s expression only showed more agony as he shook his head.
With her head hung low, my mother pushed the hair from her face and delicately wiped the tears from under her eyes. The glossiness of her tears made her eyes more vivid and they called to me to ease her pain.
I’ve cried a thousand wretched screams, praying she could make out my words that I love her. That I miss her. But it doesn’t change what happens next.
With the dark gray sky opening up and hard hail raining down on us mercilessly, pieces of the vision fall like a painting soaked in water. The colors smear and run together before fading to a blank canvas, and I’m left with nothing. Nothing but the sound of them arguing over her hate versus her love and what all really mattered the night she died. And another night… the night she changed the course of fate. She screams out that she died for me. Her confession is filled with a note of anger that burns through my veins.
But the last thing I always hear before I wake screaming, is her muttering, “We do stupid things for the ones we love.”

NO MATTER how many years pass, the nightmare never leaves me.
The first time it happened, I was in the cell. All those years ago when Carter, my love, first took me. But the visions have clung to me over the years, stained into my soul.





CHAPTER 131
Aria

“Don’t scream.”
With my breath caught in my throat, my body paralyzed from the rush of fear forced into every inch of my body, I hear the voice, but I don’t obey.
My scream is muffled by his large hand and he holds me tighter, pulling me closer into his hard chest, his strong fingers digging into my skin.
The sound of his voice shushing me as I kick out, butting my head uselessly against the wall of muscle I’m pressed to—that sound is what calms me. I’ve heard it before.
Daniel.
My body relaxes slowly, barely held up by my weak legs. Adrenaline still courses through my veins, but consciously I’m aware that it’s him. The man who grabbed me and held me tight, it’s only Daniel.
“Don’t scream,” he repeats, his lips close to the shell of my ear. So close that his warm breath tickles my neck and sends goosebumps down my shoulder. Too fucking close. He didn’t just startle me; he scared the shit out of me.
I’m slow to remove my fingers from his forearm, one by one, knowing my sharp nails are digging into his arms. Blood is everywhere and so many stabs of pain race through my body, I’d rather be numb. Numb after everything that just happened.
It’s only then that he loosens his grip and slowly moves in front of me, a hand still gripping my wrist.
“What are you doing?” The words rush from me in a single breath, but Daniel doesn’t answer. As my heart pounds harder, he only observes me closely, noting my expression. The night air feels colder, and it’s so much darker now that he’s here than it was just a moment ago.
He looks behind me before meeting my gaze to ask, “Were you going to run?”
Of everything that he could have asked me just now, this question brings me more guilt than I’ll ever admit. With Eli lying dead on the ground behind us, Addison upstairs somewhere, hiding from everything that’s just happened, the fact I even thought about running makes me sick to my stomach. I could have. I could have run and left all of this behind like a horrid nightmare.
And I seriously considered it too.
“No,” I whisper the word, not knowing if it’s the truth or a lie. The nip of the evening air licks along my exposed skin as I stand in the open doorway of the safe house. The night is dark and unforgiving, much like Daniel’s gaze. I can’t hold it, knowing the emotions I’m feeling are written on my face.
Taking half a step back, I feel the pain of a small cut on my heel shoot up my leg, but it’s nothing. Nothing compared to the pain of knowing what happened. All the small scrapes I got from the broken window, shattered from bullets, mean nothing.
War is here. The deafening sounds of gunshots have come and gone. But death has only just begun.
“What happened?” I voice the question with raw pain present in every whispered word. “Carter?” I ask him and open my eyes to meet his as they soften, then add, “My father?”
“Your father didn’t come. Neither did Nikolai.” His answer is clearly spoken and holds no pretense into what his thoughts are as his eyes roam over my face.
Before I can speak Carter’s name again, feeling the familiar pain of loss already numbing my heart, he says, “Carter’s fine. The Talvery men took a hit coming here. They should have known better.”
Talvery men.
Men I’m supposed to be loyal to, and allies with. I don’t know what to feel or who the real enemy is anymore. I just want it all to stop.
The breath I didn’t know I was holding finally escapes, slipping through my parted lips as I lean against the doorway, letting the cool air drift along my heated face. But my throat is tight, the words and emotions tangled together and trying to escape me all at once.
“How many…?” I start to ask, but can’t finish my question with the knot in my throat. How many died tonight?
“A lot,” Daniel answers me and my eyes whip to his, demanding more. “Dozens, Aria.”
I grip the top of my pajama shirt, balling the fabric together right at my chest, twisting it and wishing I could steal the pain away but it stays, growing with every beat.
I won’t cry, even though a part of me wishes for nothing but to mourn. I’ve failed. And the very notion leads to a sarcastic response in the form of a hiss from the back of my mind. As if you ever had the power to stop this.
“Do you want to leave?” Daniel asks me, and the question is one I hold on to, craving the thought of running to take my mind elsewhere. Somewhere away from the thoughts of betrayal and mourning.
My lips part, but no words come out. Not at first. Daniel looks behind me once again, down the hall and to the front door of the large estate. He’s waiting for someone to come, and I know deep in my gut this conversation needs to be finished before that person arrives. “I don’t know,” I answer him honestly and his gaze returns to me.
“You can go home. I’ll make sure you get there safe. Or you can come back with us.” He gives me the choice that’s haunted me for weeks now. “There is no other way I leave you, Aria.”
“Carter… he’ll know you-”
“He thinks you’re missing. He thinks your family took you back… or worse.”
“They aren’t my father’s men.” My head shakes vigorously, knowing he’s speaking of the man upstairs and wanting to deny any ties to him. “That man was coming for us, both Addison and me, but I don’t know him. I don’t know who he is or what’s going on, but he’s not someone my father sent.” Reaching out to him, I grab Daniel’s jacket and he lets me, returning the gesture and shushing me once again.
“It doesn’t matter. That’s not the point.” His words are more blunt and drenched with impatience I haven’t seen from him before. Lowering my hand, I take a half step back as he tells me, “Right now, Carter thinks you’ve been taken by someone. But I can get you out of here, away from all this if it’s what you want.” My gaze falls to his throat as he swallows. The noises of the night are drowned out by the sound of my blood rushing in my ears at the thought of leaving Carter.
“You’re offering me a way out?” Thump. My heart slams against my ribcage and I can’t pinpoint which reason it’s chosen in this moment to remind me it still exists. Either from the hope, or the fear of leaving.
Daniel only nods once before telling me, “Away from here and to your family, or wherever you want. You can go, Aria. I…” He struggles to complete his thought and turns away to cover his face with his hand before looking back at me. “I know you and Carter are on bad terms, and I…” He trails off again and swallows thickly before lowering his hand and looking me in the eyes.
He sees my pain, my agony; they’re reflected in his dark gaze. “You can go. Or you can stay.”





CHAPTER 132
Carter

Time moves too fucking slow. The drive back to Sebastian’s place… every fucking roll of the tire is too goddamn slow.
If it weren’t for the knowledge that I can pull the video feed from the security cameras on the property, evidence that will lead me to her, I wouldn’t own a shred of sanity any longer. The phone in my hand is closer and closer to breaking as I bound up the steps and the anxiety grows. It’s been in danger of breaking since the moment I first heard that Aria was missing. In danger of being splintered and thrown however far I could just to release the tension and pain still rippling inside of me at the thought of losing her.
“Where are the monitors?” I don’t hide the anger in my tone the second the door is ripped open wide, Jase beside me, his footsteps barely keeping up with mine.
Before I can even scream at whoever’s in here to get me the fucking tapes, I nearly trip over something on the floor. Stumbling forward, I barely catch myself. Eli. Fuck!
My throat closes and a sickness shoots through me. I can’t help but reach to his throat and press my fingers against his icy skin. Even though he’s cold, I still hope for a pulse. One second passes, and it hurts. Another second with nothing, and I can’t fucking stand the cost of waging war. A war I choose to fight. All for her.
He’s gone.
His eyes are closed and his blood is pooled around him. Jase has to step in a bit of blood to get around me and the bright red is smeared across the floor. We share a look as a few of our men come in behind us.
“Get him home.” I give the command evenly, not revealing a shred of the emotions I’m feeling.
Control.
Eli dying is a reminder that I need control now more than anything. He will be missed and he will be mourned, but even he would tell me to focus on revenge right now.
“She’s outside,” Jase says and at first I don’t understand what he’s talking about until I turn to look over my shoulder. With the wind sweeping her locks off her shoulders and showing more of her skin, Aria glances at me.
She’s here. She’s safe. Relief is all-consuming for the briefest of moments.
I have her.
Those beautiful hazel-green eyes of hers swirl with a mix of pain and regret. Not the relief I’ve been envisioning since I was told she was gone.
“She’s here.” The words leave me without consent, buried under my breath as I slowly stand.
“Carter.” Daniel’s voice carries across the hall as I make my way to them. He steps in front of her, but I still see her face, not daring to break her gaze as my pace picks up.
“Where were you?” I’m only half aware of how hard my voice comes out and that it echoes in the hall. My heart thuds painfully in my chest as I brush Daniel aside to get to her, gripping Aria by her shoulder to pull her inside and slam the door closed.
Her feet don’t move fast enough, but I couldn’t care less. What the fuck is she thinking? Having the door open is welcoming danger.
“What the fuck were you thinking?” I say, and the words come out with a vengeance. Hating that she’d put herself in danger and be so fucking stupid.
“Get off,” she says as she pushes me away. In front of everyone, she looks back at me wild eyed and as if I’m the enemy. Like I’m the one who’s to blame for every ounce of turmoil that wreaks havoc inside of me.
A numbness flows through me as I regard her, all while she regards everyone else.
She wraps her arms around her shoulders and glances at my men behind me. It’s then that I see what’s captured her attention. The blood. It’s everywhere. Soaked into the knees of their pants where they crouched on the floor and waited for more men to kill. Splattered on their shirts. My gaze falls to my own hands, stained with the blood of her family.
“I wasn’t running…” Aria barely gets the words out before she stops and audibly swallows.
She doesn’t run to me. She doesn’t try to hold me. She glances at Eli and then pales.
As I look to my brother, the men behind me, and then to Addison slowly climbing down the stairs, the reality hits me.
She’s still the enemy. She’s not on my side. No matter how much I wish she were. This war will break us.
Aria’s gaze travels the length of my suit, inventorying every bit of blood that’s sprayed and spattered across it. Blood from men I’ve just killed.
I wish I knew what she was thinking. I wish I knew what to do.
Wrapping her arms tighter around herself, she looks at me with the silence surrounding us, suffocating us.
The only noise is the creaking of the stairs as Addison sneaks closer to Daniel.
“I wasn’t running,” she repeats. It sounds as if she regrets her words.
I don’t know whether or not to believe her, but I know the feeling that seeps into my veins. Betrayal. And it comes from the woman I love, in the heart of war, in front of my brothers and army.
She left me once, and she’d do it again.
I imagined when I saw her, that she would run to me. That she would cling to me the same way I wish to cling to her.
The cold actuality is harsh and indisputable.
She’s still a mistake – a drug I’m addicted to that’s fucking up everything I’ve worked so hard for almost my entire life. I’ve never seen it more clearly than I do now.
If I didn’t feel all of this for her, for a woman who chooses her family over mine, it would be all too easy. But why would she ever choose my family over hers? I don’t know how I fell in love with her. It was nothing but a mistake.
It’s in this moment I remember who I am.
A ruthless man with plans on tearing everything away from Aria’s life, all because of who her father is and what destroying him does to her.
This isn’t what I expected. I wanted to be her savior, her knight. But all I am is the fucking villain.
I’m as dead inside as I ever have been. And it’s because of her. All of this bullshit is because of her. No, it’s because I wanted her so badly I was willing to wage war, consequences be damned. Eli died, because of me.
“Whoever tried to take them knew her father was hitting us tonight.” I speak loud enough for everyone to hear and leave Aria standing where she is.
A slow tide of agony fills my gut and rises higher until I taste bile in my throat. “I want to see the security feed, now.” Two men run off, heading for the stairwell that leads down to the basement.
“Is the house secure?” I ask Daniel and he hesitates to answer me, his eyes narrowing as he glances between Aria and me.
His gaze speaks a thousand words, most of them begging for me not to be the man I was forced to become, but I’m the one who had to bear that burden, not him. He has Addison.
I have no one. Not until Aria has no one left but me. And even then…
Finally, he nods. “It’s secure to return but it’ll take weeks to repair, or longer.”
“All men back there,” I tell him and then look Jase and the other men in the eyes. “Fix the mess her father caused.”





CHAPTER 133
Aria

“ You okay?” Jase asks me as we stand in the foyer of the Cross estate. Everyone was silent on the ride over here. Cars escorted ours in front and back, even on the sides when the road was wide enough. The security detail was hovering close around me, but it seemed more like guarding a prisoner than protecting an ally. Every minute that passed made me feel more and more like I didn’t belong.
It made me feel like I’d made a mistake not leaving when I could have.
“Hey, you okay?” Jase asks me again as the men filter out of the foyer.
“You sure you should be talking to me?” I ask him in return and his huff of a laugh soothes a small part of my broken spirit. Without a doubt, I’ve fallen for Carter, but it wasn’t until today that I realized how much I love his family too. Even while coated in the blood of my own family.
“It’s tense, but everything will be all right.”
“I don’t know how you can think that,” I answer him and my voice cracks. I know the men departing must hear how weak I am, and I hate it. This isn’t the woman I want to be. Clearing my throat and focusing on the one thing I can confide in Jase about, I tell him, “He’s angry with me.”
“He was worried, Aria. We all were. We thought those men took you.” It takes me a moment to realize what he’s saying, to realize what Carter must’ve felt and guilt and insecurity weigh heavily against my chest.
So guilty. What have I done to bear all this guilt that has seeped into my gut?
“Besides, Carter’s always angry.” Jase tries to joke, to lighten the pain of what happened tonight. It doesn’t help me though. There’s nothing in this world that can help me now.
“I thought things were different,” I whisper. But I didn’t know this would happen. Deep down I knew it was coming, although I wanted to deny it. It’s all coming to a head and I know I’m going to hate the outcome either way. There was never a thing that could have helped me. Not a damn thing that would have saved me. I’m a woman born to breed pain and misery. My last name demands it.
“We’re still at war. A single battle was fought and men on both sides died. It’s going to cause tension.”
“Tension,” I scoff, although it’s not meant to come out in an offensive way. It’s just that tension isn’t a strong enough word to describe the animosity and uncertainty stretching the space between us. The pure agony stifling both of us.
“Aren’t you the one who called us the enemy?” Jase asks, reminding me of the words I told Eli only hours before his death. The memory sends a trickle of regret down my spine.
“Is that not what we are?” I ask him back in a low breath, peering into his eyes and wishing he would tell me otherwise. Even if it is a lie.
A beat passes, and there’s nothing but silence. I wonder vaguely if the other men can hear. Or if Carter is maybe listening. If he even cares to listen at this point. He didn’t speak a word to me in the car. He sat in the front, not in the back with me.
Jase only nods solemnly but squeezes my hand, then adds, “Falling in love with the enemy is torture.” With a sad smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, he lets go. I’m forced to watch him leave me, walking down the foyer, his footsteps echoing in the empty hall until my gaze lands on the photograph at the very end. The black-and-white shot of a house that feels as if it’s lingered in the back of my mind. The importance of it, my thoughts long to remember.
If I had a choice, I’d go there now, just to see why the image haunts me. It has to do with Carter, I know it does. And I need to know anything and everything that has to do with Carter.
Our families and pride may be at war, but not my heart. My heart belongs to him. I know it with everything in me. It’s why I could never leave him, even if the option was handed to me so easily.
But in this moment, it feels as if he’s ripped it from my chest and thrown it out in the cold, leaving it there to die. Covered in my family’s blood and ripping me from the doorway, slamming it shut and screaming at me as if I’m a fool wasn’t at all what I expected.
Whatever point he wanted to make in front of his men, I’m sure they heard it loud and clear.
He doesn’t love me.
How many times have I said, “I love you,” to him and I was given nothing in return?
A parched sensation blankets my throat, so dry it’s futile to try to swallow.
The sound of heavy footsteps coming closer to me from the doorway at the end of the long hall, makes my body flinch with each step. They’re brutal and dominating. They belong to Carter, no doubt.
Confirming my thought, the brooding beast enters the hall, a bottle of whiskey in his left hand and a tumbler with ice in his right. He doesn’t bother to hide how pissed he still is. Pissed at me, judging from his acrimonious glare. Again I find myself unable to swallow, but I can’t help confronting him.
“What did I do to deserve this?” I bite out the words as he starts to walk past me, down to the hall leading to his wing and presumably his bedroom or office. “What the fuck did I do but merely exist in the painful life I didn’t choose?”
My heart batters against my chest while I wish to either run with fear, or beat him with pent-up rage. I’m not sure which.
Even though my own legs feel weak and numb from everything that’s happened tonight, keeping me planted where I am, Carter’s move forward as he ignores my question.
How fucking dare he ignore me.
With my ragged voice raised, I scream at him until my face is hot. “What did I do to deserve this?”
It only takes three strides before Carter’s powerful presence is towering over me, and I nearly stumble backward. Nearly, but I keep my ground. I’m breathing chaotically and waiting for him to give me something. Anything is better than being ignored, made to feel like I don’t even exist.
“Where do I start, Miss Talvery?” His voice is low as he moves down until his face is eye level with mine. He practically sneers my name and it shreds me from the inside. “You pointed a gun at me. You stand with your ex-lover and your father who have tried to kill me, not once, not twice, but every chance they get. Including the time one week ago, by said, fucking, ex, in which you knew what was happening but said nothing.” The last word is sneered. He inhales deeply, pausing as pain rips through me.
I worry my bottom lip between my teeth before I bite down on it hard. The physical pain is vastly preferable to the emotional pain that boils inside of me at his aggressive attitude.
Carter already knew all of that when he fucked me the other night. When he held me like he loved me. Nothing has changed for me, and I don’t deserve this. I love him. I’ve chosen him time and time again. The fact I’m still here after everything is proof of that.
“And then you tried to run,” he adds and I whip my hand across his face. It’s purely out of instinct, generated by his arrogance and the way I feel used and defiled by him. My palm smacks hard against his chiseled cheek and my fingers follow.
His face is like fucking stone. My hand throbs with a stinging, burning pain and as I wince, my eyes stay on Carter’s unmoving expression. It didn’t affect him in the least. All of the sickness and hurt that ache inside of me, I feel it all and he feels nothing.
Nothing.
“I didn’t,” I tell him, knowing I didn’t try to run. It was only a passing thought and I won’t be accused of anything more than that. Not when everything is stacked against us and I’m doing everything I can to stay by him. Even when he stands firmly against me.
Time passes and he merely stares at me, judging me, but I let him see the pain. I want to hide myself in this lonesome tower he’s put me in, but I stand in front of him with my hands in fists by my side and beg him to feel what I feel. And to take it away.
“I don’t deserve this, Carter,” I say and my voice is strangled. Please just take it all away. I wish he could do that for me. However it entails, I don’t want to feel this way for a second longer.
“I thought they’d taken you,” he continues to talk with a look of disgust on his face, even though pain is etched into his words. “But you were just sneaking out to run away. What a fucking fool I was,” he sneers.
“You are a fucking fool.” I mimic his mocking tone, refusing to give him all of me when he chooses to believe otherwise. Holding my hand, which has started to go numb, I back away from him, knowing this battle is over and both of us have lost. “I wasn’t running,” I tell him the truth and then add, “And I won’t say it again.” The strength in my voice comes from some part of me deep inside. The part of me that knows I could stand beside this man. The part desperate to do exactly that.
His gaze assesses me, scrutinizing my expression.
“I’m not lying, Carter. I have no reason to lie to you.” I let my voice soften, to show him the vulnerability. “I love you. Even through all this, I can’t stop loving you. Yes, I had a chance to run, and I didn’t take it. I wanted to stay with you.”
My heart flickers in my chest, barely holding on to life as Carter’s expression doesn’t change, then another second passes and another.
“You don’t believe me?” I say weakly with disbelief.
“You’ve hurt me once. Right there,” he says then gestures with his hand behind me, to the hall that leads to the room where I held a gun to his head. “How can I believe you?”
“If you didn’t think you could believe me,” I say to try to numb the pain growing inside of me, like a ball of bile that drops in my stomach, “then why bring me back here?” All I can think is that he doesn’t love me. He doesn’t anymore.
Silence.
It’s unbearably silent as my stomach churns while Carter walks off, leaving me without an answer. Without telling me that he loves me, even though I’m the fool who spoke those words to him.
   
Carter

MY PHONE IS CONSTANTLY RINGING, pinging, vibrating. Constantly distracting me from life itself and reminding me that I’m in control. It never lets up. Even now, the instant I turn notifications back on I’m flooded with alerts.
Every second the car moved and she said nothing—my Aria said nothing at all, not one fucking word to me or anyone else—every second of silence that passed only made the hate for what she’d done grow. She may not have been with her father or his men. But she sided with him nonetheless.
My phone goes off again, vibrating in my hand and it rattles against the cut crystal tumbler. With the adrenaline and anxiousness still ringing in my blood, my grip tightens, feeling the hard metal of the phone digging into my flesh as I open my bedroom door.
I need a fucking minute. One goddamn minute to take control again.
The incessant buzzing in my hand mocks me and I slam the door shut behind me, feeling my muscles tighten and the air thin as I struggle to keep my breathing steady.
Setting down the tumbler and bottle of whiskey on the dresser, I glance at my phone, unable to simply shut the fucking thing off.
It’s Sebastian.
The intensity dims, the heat subsides. He always has a way of showing up when I need him most.
I heard what happened, his message reads and as I stare at his text, another comes in. I know you’ll probably say the same as always, that you don’t need me to come back, but I have to ask. Do you want my help?
I stare at the last line, taking in the word “want.” When Sebastian left, it was a while before we talked again, given everything that changed the very next day. The day I had my unfortunate introduction to Aria’s father.
I thought you were busy with Chloe and work? I write back then press send, still staring at the word “want.”
He’s asked a few times, when shit got rough over the years, if I needed him to come back.
“Need” being the operative word. And back then, knowing what happened between him and Romano, I never would have allowed him to come back and risk a damn thing. Not with a girl by his side. The girl who is now his wife, not to mention very much pregnant.
The guard job is over; it was just a summer gig.
He never stopped traveling. They moved from place to place when they ran from our hometown. He had enough money to keep them afloat until they found a bed and breakfast to hide away in, located on a huge cattle farm. He’s been there for a while and it took him a long time, not until last year, nearly ten years after leaving this place to come back. The farm’s shut down, the land’s sold, and Chloe’s pregnant. He has no reason to come back, not with the money he still has and the extra he makes doing security detail work. But I know he longs to come home, especially given Romano has no control here anymore. Even if he doesn’t want to admit the one thing that’s really held him back is Chloe.
I thought you said you and this city just don’t mix. I can’t help asking, pushing him away further and knowing full well what I’m doing.
Do I want him back? Yes. I need him now more than ever. Every piece of what I’ve built is crumbling and a part of me, the part that’s very much alive, wishes desperately that I could do what he did. That I could take Aria and simply run. To leave this shit behind, and make it just Aria and me. No one else, no problems, nothing but what we pack in a car before taking off. If I could trade places with him, I would.
But I have my brothers to look after, and consequences to suffer.
At one point, Sebastian was like the older brother I never had. And when he came here to see the safe house last year, I thought he’d stay. I should have known better. The world changed when he left, becoming darker, colder, and he didn’t want it for Chloe.
I knew I was descending deeper and deeper into the pits of hell, a misery of my own making, when I watched them drive away. He said he’d be back, but it’s been roughly a year. A year of messaging off and on. And a year that’s changed everything.
I don’t care what I said before. I want to come back, Carter. You need my help.
   
Aria
IT TAKES a long time for me to move from where Carter’s left me. Daniel comes to check on me, to tell me Addison’s in the study if I want company. He’s not nearly as soft toward me as he was back at the safe house. I appreciate it either way though.
The thought of facing Addison though, knowing how she has Daniel and I don’t have Carter… I can’t take it right now.
Jase comes by again, although he doesn’t speak. He only squeezes my shoulders and offers me a weak smile that I return with a shake of my head.
Even Declan comes by and tells me he’ll make me something to eat if I want, but I know I would throw it up if I could even manage to take a bite of anything at all.
It takes me a long, long time before I start walking down to Carter’s wing. The idea of staying in the hideaway room offers a small bit of comfort. I could be alone and break down where the only person who would see is Carter, if he bothered to check on me.
But I don’t want to hide – even if I do want to be alone. Time is precious and I don’t want to live like this.
I’m halfway to Carter’s bedroom when my pace picks up. His door is closed, and I’m scared it will be locked when I grip the carved glass knob, but it turns easily for me.
Too easily, even.
The savage man I love is standing at his dresser, the whiskey bottle still sealed in front of him. But shattered glass scatters moonlight around the room as the curtains sway from the air blowing through the vents, letting in glimpses of the light.
It looks as if he must’ve slammed the glass down too hard and with another step into the room, my eyes assessing his hand as I close the door behind me, I can see the cuts that line his skin.
From the glass, or from earlier today, I’m not sure. Maybe the mixture of wounds is from both. The reminder he’s killed men today, men who may have protected me in the past, men who I’ve had dinner with, men who have fought for my father for years, settles an eerie chill in my bones as the door clicks shut and Carter’s dark eyes peer back at me from over his shoulder.
There’s a slam of fear in my chest, but it’s gone quickly as Carter turns his head forward again toward the bottle, not even bothering to look at me for more than that split second.
And then I’m given more silence.
In that moment, I almost turn and walk away. I almost run out of the room. Almost… but I don’t. I have a voice, and I’m going to use it.
“I’m not going to stay here as a prisoner. If you don’t want me, I’m leaving.” I don’t know how I manage to say the words so clearly, but I do. I hold on to that small accomplishment as Carter answers me.
“I have a right to be angry.” There’s no menace in his voice at all. Merely truth.
“You don’t have a right to treat me like I’m nothing,” I dare to respond with a harshly spoken whisper.
“Did it even cross your mind that maybe I was dead?” he asks, slowly turning to face me. His eyes are tired and his voice wretched.
“Yes,” I answer him quickly as my breathing catches in my chest, remembering all the worry the gunshots crying out in the night brought me.
“And what did that do to you?”
“It made me angry… angry that you didn’t call.” I swallow thickly, remembering how I held the phone. “I messaged you and you didn’t bother to give me any sign at all that you were all right or that you cared.” I confess a raw truth, baring more of myself to him, “And it hurt in every way possible. Every piece of me went numb thinking you were out there… that you were gone like Eli was.” It feels wrong even speaking of Eli right now. His memory should be honored and not brought up like this.
“Daniel had already told me you were all right.” I hope that truth eases something in him as I realize at least one of the reasons why I’m angry. “I knew you were all right and even if I was mad that you were ignoring me, I promise you I couldn’t have felt more relief at finding out that you were okay.” Every time I turn soft for him, I lose that hard edge that makes me his equal. I know it, yet I do it every time.
Carter’s quiet for what seems like an eternity, as if registering what I may have been feeling for the first time. Please, I pray he’ll understand. With so much against us, we need to understand each other if nothing else.
“I thought you were dead and I was ready to kill anyone who stood in my path to find you, Aria. And yet, when I got there, you didn’t…”
“I didn’t what?” I question him with a raised voice, begging him to tell me everything. With a hesitant step forward, I stop when he answers.
“You didn’t react to seeing me.”
“What did you want from me?” I ask him, honestly not knowing what he wanted. “You grabbed me like I was a child acting up.” Instinctively, my hand moves to my forearm where he ripped me from the doorway and yanked me inside of the house.
“You didn’t even ask if I was all right,” he spits at me, condemning me for not comforting him when I’d just witnessed more death firsthand than I ever have in my life.
“There was death everywhere around me, and I knew my family was out there but-“
“It’s your family you care about!”
I’m taken aback by the venom in his words. “You already knew I loved them and that I didn’t want this-”
“I would do anything for you. I would kill for you. I feel like I would die without you. Yet when I got to you… all you wanted was for me to let you go.”
“Carter, you don’t understand.”
“No, I don’t.” His answer is hard and unmoving.
“I’m sorry,” I say, giving him an apology I truly mean. “I didn’t want to upset you; I’m just not okay right now… and I was even worse earlier.”
Carter’s expression softens slightly, but I can tell he’s holding on to his reservations. I know he doesn’t trust me. I’ve lost his trust completely and it makes me feel trapped and desperate, needing him to give me a chance.
“I’m sorry. Do you believe me?” My question is pleading as I take the few small steps needed to stand in front of him. I swear he can hear my heart pounding as I dare to tell him, “If I could go back, I would. I would make sure I gave you what you needed, even as I dealt with all of this… this agony inside of me.”
I’m careful as I raise a hand and cup his jaw. His five o’clock shadow is rough against my fingertips. The anger wanes from him as I rub my thumb up and down his cheek.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want any of this to happen, but I don’t want to lose you.” My words slip from me easily, raw, transparent and true. I mean every word of it.
Carter takes a step to his left, closer to the bed and says under his breath, “There’s no room to be sorry in this life.”
Crying is something I’m done with. I swallow down the spiked pain and embrace it rather than succumb to weakness. A second passes as Carter strips out of his shirt, unbuttoning it and then tossing it onto the floor.
He may have grabbed me earlier as if I was a defiant child walking out recklessly into a busy street, but right now, he’s the one acting like a child.
“You just want to be angry with me, don’t you?” I pause my thoughts as he removes his cotton undershirt, stained with blood too. “There’s nothing I could say or do to change your mind. You want to be pissed at me.”
He looks at me from over his shoulder, a derisive glance. “Why would I want that, little songbird?”
“Because if you aren’t angry, you’ll have to deal with everything else that’s brewing inside of you. If you aren’t a beast, then you have to be a mere mortal and deal with what you’re feeling.” I spew the words, not even conscious of them until they’ve left me.
“Ever the artist, aren’t you?” He makes light of the truth, not willing to admit how accurate my words are as he turns to me and stalks closer, wearing nothing but his pants. His hardened muscles ripple in the dim light and his dark eyes seem bright with a challenge.
“Make light of it all you want. You simply want to be angry with me.” He takes a large step forward and I take a small one back, not letting him get close enough to touch me. “And I’m fine with it, so long as you know it’s bullshit and that I’m very aware of what bullshit it is.” I spit out the last words, hating him for what he’s doing. He’s using his rage as a buffer to maintain his veneer of control. And it’s not fair. “I love you, Carter Cross. I chose you.” I have to add in the last statements, if for no other reason than to be honest with myself. Even now, I still love him. He’s ruthless; an uncaring and brutal asshole. And I’m the fool who loves him and wants him to give up a piece of his armor, knowing I’ll protect that part of him with everything I have.
“You didn’t choose me,” he insists and I start to respond, but he continues. “Choose me now, and kneel.”
My pulse quickens at the look in his eyes. I’ve seen it before, so many times. And I’m grateful for the change. Hopeful to reach the man I love through this veil of hate.
I look him in the eyes as I obey him. The blood that rushes through my veins heats with desire. There wasn’t a single part of me that hesitated.
He crouches in front of me, bringing him to eye level, and my gaze stays pinned to his. The depths of his dark irises ignite with power, with a primal need.
Take from me, Carter. Take what you need and what’s left of me will still love you.
Spearing his fingers through my hair, he makes a fist and forces my head to tilt. My breath hitches with the sudden grip, and my body bows to his. There’s barely a hint of pain; it’s merely him taking control as he crashes his lips to mine. My hands reach up instinctively, bracing either side of his jaw as he ravages me.
The kiss is everything. It’s warmth. It’s home. It’s a touch that awakens the pieces of me that have been silent and waiting for him to come back. I moan into his kiss, wishing I wasn’t in this position so I could lean into his hold, so I could take more of him and show him how desperate I am for us to go back to what we were.
But there’s no way we could ever go back.
You can never go back.
My lips feel swollen and bruised by the time he releases me, slowly loosening his grip. My chest heaves for air, and I love it. When I peek up at him, my vision hazy with lust, I see his eyes closed and his own lips parted as he takes in a steadying breath, then opens his eyes to pin me in place.
The gaze of a hunter, a predator even, stills my beating heart.
In the pale light of the early morning trickling through his curtains, the soft shadows line his jaw and make him look even more domineering.
He stands slowly, leaving me where I am and I can see his thick length as he does, pressing against his pants.
He paces in front of me, deliberating on what to do next, and I’m eager to find out.
“You’ll pay for what you did.”
“What I did?” The question is spoken with confusion. I have to blink away the desire as fear creeps in.
“Raising a gun to me. Standing in opposition to me.” He doesn’t hold any anger in his words. Only truth and certainty.
“I thought I already did.” My voice is choked as I gasp out the words.
“You lost my trust.”
I can only nod, not trusting myself to speak. I think about everything he’s done to me since the first night I laid eyes on him. How he’s deprived me, lied to me, locked me away and punished me with both pleasure and pain.
“Holding grudges hardens the heart,” I murmur to myself, but my words are for him as well.
“I don’t have a heart, songbird.” His response is quick, but so is mine.
“I don’t like it when you lie to me.”
It’s quiet for a moment. Carter’s mind is made up for tonight. But we have time. I don’t know how much, but there’s always hope. And I know my soul speaks to his. My soul is desperate to stay with his. It’s the only truth that matters. I need him.
“If you’re staying in my bed tonight, you’re going to have to satisfy me.” As Carter speaks, my gaze is drawn to his strong jaw and then to his throat. I watch as his chest rises and falls and he stands in front of me, unbuckling his belt. The sound of the leather hissing in the air as it’s pulled through the loops makes my pussy heat and clench.
“I’m staying with you,” I tell him with a mix of defiance and the greedy need to be taken by him. I can’t help but think he just needs to be touched. To be loved. To be given free rein over me and to feel how much I need him. This is what we need.
He doesn’t speak as he unzips his pants and then lets them fall to the floor with a soft thud.
His cock bobs in front of me, swollen and each vein protruding. I can practically feel his thickness pulsing inside of me already. He may need this, but I know I need it too. I need to be loved. Loved for the person I am, by this man and this man alone.
“Lie on the bed on your belly,” he commands me and I’m eager to move.
I want to make this right between us however I can.
And if this is how he chooses, to command me, defile me, degrade me in his bed, I’ll obey him without objection. Because I fucking love it too.
As I crawl up the bed, stripping as I go and tossing the clothes on the floor, I hear Carter open a bedside drawer. I’m not sure what it is he’s getting, but I don’t care. I just want him. However I can get him.
With a cheek pressed to the pillow, I lie still on the bed, naked and waiting for him to do as he pleases. I know he won’t hurt me. Not like this. His words are venomous, and his deprivation of affection is torturous, but here, like this, he won’t hurt me. I know he won’t. Whether he says it or not, a piece of him loves me more than his entirety could ever hate me.
The bed dips in time with my heart at the thought, and Carter climbs on top of me, his hard erection digging into my thigh as he leans over me. His fingers trail up my side and make my whole body shiver. He gently pulls back the hair over my ear to kiss my neck, giving me goosebumps that cause my nipples to harden and a shudder to run down my shoulders.
“You think you love me, Aria,” he whispers in a threatening tone that turns my blood to ice. “Let me show you exactly what kind of a beast I can be.”
Letting my hair fall back into place, he sits up straighter and the air around me suddenly feels colder without him there any longer.
My heartbeat quickens, but I ignore the lingering threat and welcome whatever he wants to do to me. He is mine, and I am his.
A click sounds in the air at the same time a sudden coldness hits my ass. It’s wet and slick, and it takes me a moment to realize what it is.
Carter drizzles lube over my ass and then runs his finger down to my forbidden entrance. Heat rolls through my body and I struggle to stay still, knowing what he’s going to do.
He takes his time, teasing me, stretching me, pushing himself in and out for what feels like too long. I can’t take it. I can’t stand waiting any longer, knowing what he wants and what he’s going to take from me.
“Carter,” I say and his name is a plea on my lips. My head moves from side to side as he shushes me.
He presses his head inside of me and it’s already too much. I jump away from him, my teeth clenching.
“Push back,” he commands me and then adds as he slips inside of me, “Push back right now.”
My hips tilt up slightly, although only because of his grip on them and I do what he says, but it’s so much. Too much. My body blazes with the forbidden touch.
I’m so hot. So full already. Every inch of my skin tingles as I try not to writhe underneath him. With one of his hands on my hip and the other gripping my shoulder with a bruising force, he slams all of himself inside of me in a swift, unforgiving thrust.
The pain of being stretched this way for the first time forces me to bite down on the pillow as tears flood and sting my eyes. I can feel him pulse inside of me, growing harder and larger and it’s too much. It’s all too much.
My body’s on fire, alternated with freezing cold as he moves behind me at a slow, but relentless pace.
“Carter,” I whimper his name as the overwhelming sensation begs me to move away but then, with just as much need, to push back and take more of him this way.
My clit rubs against the comforter beneath me and I moan. A single moan of utter pleasure, my body choosing it over the pain. Carter takes it as his cue to pick up his pace, ruthlessly fucking my ass and shoving my body down into the bed with each hard pump.
“Fuck,” I moan out and he responds with a low groan from deep in his chest.
My fingers dig into the comforter, my nails scratching along the threads as my head thrashes and I struggle to breathe. Pleasure and pain mix in a cocktail I’m already drunk on.
He whispers at the shell of my ear, “You’re such a dirty whore for me.” At the same time, he shoves his fingers inside of my pussy and presses his thumb to my clit.
Holy fuck!
My mouth hangs open with a silent scream of ecstasy. The pleasure ripples through my body and paralyzes me as he thrusts behind me, pistoning his hips and filling me to the point where it’s nearly too much with both his fingers and his cock. I’ve never felt like this. So full, so hot, so consumed by bliss.
He fucks me harder once my orgasm begins to wane. He doesn’t stop, not even when he sinks inside of me so deep that I feel like he’ll split me in two. I try to spin around out of instinct and push him away.
Instantly, Carter stops. Barely keeping himself inside of me, he tells me with a cold gaze, “Keep your hands down.” There’s no desire in his voice, no sense of mercy or love. Nothing but anger that I’ve dared to push him away.
It’s a shock to my system. Seeing him like that while I feel nothing but desire and love is sobering. An icy gust sweeps through me even as he changes his expression, softening it and gently pushing my shoulders back to the bed.
“It’s too much,” I whisper and although the pain is gone, the intensity of what we had has vanished.
“Lie back down,” he commands me in a way that leaves a deep fracture in my heart. I can hear it splinter as I return my cheek to the pillow.
He doesn’t touch me again; he doesn’t resume fucking me. He doesn’t allow himself to cum.
Instead, he gets up and moves away from me. I try to keep from crying as the pleasure from my orgasm withers to nothing while he enters the bathroom and flicks on the light.
I feel alone in this moment, broken and used. Utterly alone. It reminds me of the last time we were together, of him tying me up and not fucking me. Instead he left me after torturing the truth out of me.
Is that all this was? More torture?
I stay still as he wipes me down and returns to the bathroom. My chest feels hollow and it’s hard to swallow. Maybe I didn’t lose him tonight. Maybe I lost him that night when I told him I would never forgive him. Maybe I lost him the moment I picked up the gun and I’ve only just now seen it.
All I know right now is that I feel like I’ve lost him.
Refusing to cry, I bite the inside of my cheek and listen to him walk back to the bed after turning off the light. The bed creaks as he gets in beside me. He doesn’t crawl under the sheets he laid on top of me, and I don’t move from where I am. I’ll wait for him.
He loves me. I know he loves me, but why does it feel like he doesn’t at all? Why do I feel like I’m lying to myself?
“I love you,” I whisper and chance a look at him. The sun has risen and he can’t hide in the darkness. His eyes are tired and his face looks older than it ever has before.
I watch his throat bob as he lies back in the bed and says nothing. He says nothing.
More silence. And that’s the last bit I can take.
Licking my dry lips, I realize his intention was simply to hurt me, at least in that moment I turned around, the moment where it was too much. I’m quick to get up and move away from him, pushing the sheets aside.
His grip is hot, burning into me as he wraps a strong hand around my hip and pulls me into his hard, chiseled chest.
“You know I care for you.” He says the words sternly, but he doesn’t look at me. Not at first. The pounding in my chest rises to my throat until his eyes find mine, swirling with pain.
The chaos warps and twists inside of me. I’m hurting for him, a man who feels betrayed and doesn’t know what to do because every time life has given him a challenger, he’s simply murdered them, yet here I stand.
But I’m also in pain. For falling for a man so merciless and heartless as Carter.
“Don’t ever do that again,” I say, barely keeping my voice from breaking. “Don’t ever treat me like I’m nothing to you.”
“Is that a threat?” he asks, still not looking at me.
“No. Not a threat, a promise. Carter, look at me.” My voice sharpens and his eyes find mine. “If you ever do that again, I’ll leave you.” It takes everything in me to tell him that, because I know it’s true. And I’m worried it will happen. It feels so close to being inevitable.
“Do what exactly?” he asks me, daring to play as if he doesn’t know. As if he doesn’t realize how much he’s hurt me tonight.
“Fuck me just to prove how willing I am for you to have me. Walk by me as if I’m meaningless in your life.” I nearly choke on my last words, remembering how I felt in the foyer. “Treat me like I’m not worth sparing a glance.”
“First, I wanted you. I fucked you because I wanted you.” His tone is sharp until he adds, “But something… changed.”
“Something?” I ask him, but he doesn’t answer me. He keeps on speaking as if I hadn’t voiced the question at all.
“What was it like to hold a gun to my head?” he asks, and his voice is thick with emotion. “Did you think it made me feel like I meant something to you?” He doesn’t hide the pain behind a mask of cold indifference. I can hear him swallow and for the first time, he shows me everything in his expression. I’ve hurt him so deeply and I didn’t even know.
“Carter, don’t…” I start to say, inching closer to him although he stays perfectly still. “I was just trying to survive,” I say, begging him to understand. “If I could take it back-”
“You wouldn’t,” he cuts me off, and I know he’s right. Under that circumstance, I wouldn’t allow him to murder my friends and family. It’s fucked up how much that very knowledge guts me. There’s no way for me to make it out of this alive.
“You were just surviving. Maybe pretending that you mean nothing to me is a way for me to just survive.”
I’m struck by his confession, and I hate it. I hate the lives we have, and how fate has put us in each other’s path.
“Please don’t do this, Carter.” My throat is tight as despair claws its way up. “I know we’re broken, but stop this. Don’t do this again. Don’t make it worse.”
“I can’t make it better,” he rebuts.
“Tell me you care for me again,” I whisper, getting closer to him and ignoring the pain that still lingers. When I walked back into Carter’s grasp, easily letting him take me back here, I had no idea that we were so broken. How could I have been so fucking foolish to think that loving him was going to fix it all? As if it could put a stop to the war, rewrite the past, and make us invincible for whatever lies ahead.
He tells me he cares about me after a moment, but then he tells me a truth I hadn’t dared to admit I already knew until he spoke the words. “I wish I didn’t. It would all be easier if I didn’t.”





CHAPTER 134
Carter

Every time I thrust inside of her, I remembered the confessions she made the other night. How she told me she’d be with Nikolai if I wasn’t in the picture, and how she’ll never forgive me. She meant them. She still does.
Being inside of her is heaven, but last night, it was hell. There was no way I could have taken any pleasure in her. Not when all I can think is how she’s going to hate me when this is over. There’s no way I’m going to be able to keep her. It’s fucking impossible.
A numbness spreads through my hand as I form a fist, letting the cuts split open and feeling the pain rip through my knuckles. Leaning back in my office chair, I clench and unclench my hand again and again, just to feel something else.
I’ve never wanted to forget so much. To erase the mess I’ve gotten us into. To run away with her and start over.
It’s a pain I’ve never felt and a position I never considered I’d be in. Because I’ve never felt this way about anyone else. No one else has meant so much to me before. Not even my brothers.
I don’t know how we’re going to make it out of this together. And I’ve never wanted anything more.
The long strand of pearls that starts out with small spheres growing in size until they reach the center, stares back at me from its velvet box on the desk. The iridescence shines off the polished pearls, stealing my gaze. They mesmerized me, as did my Aria. Anything that can keep my attention should belong to her.
I needed to replace her previous necklace with one she could wear forever. This necklace is timeless and even if she leaves me, I pray she’ll keep it forever. I pray that what we had will be endless, even if us being together is only a dream I could dare to return to in my sleep.
As I hear Aria’s footsteps patter closer to my office right before the door creaks open, I shut the velvet box. Aria’s eyes are still puffy and red from lack of sleep, and her lips are swollen. She grips her sleepshirt with one hand and playfully knocks on the door even though it’s open and our eyes have already met.
She attempts a smile, but it disappears as quickly as it came. Fuck, it hurts. I want nothing more than for her to be happy. Truly happy with me, with the man I am and will always be.
“I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to dress,” she barely speaks before adding, “since there weren’t any clothes laid out.”
I watch her throat as she swallows, and again she balls the thin cotton of her sleepshirt in her hand. She doesn’t wear it in bed, only when she leaves the bedroom. The tension in the air is thick, and it makes my fingers go numb again and prick with anguish.
“You still want me to?” I ask her and she nods swiftly and without hesitation. I love this submissive side of her, this trusting side. I love that she wants this side of me. Even more, I love that I can so easily give her what she wants.
“I like it when you do things like that,” she answers.
With a single nod, I stand up and make my way to the other side of the desk, swallowing down the lump and remembering that I need to be in control at all times. For her, and for the sake of my family and everyone else relying on me. Aria stands where she is, looking lost and insecure.
I hate it, even though I know I’m the reason for it all. I could easily bring her back into my arms and love her. But it would only end in her hating me, in her breaking me and destroying the last bit of my sanity.
If it ends this way, slowly, and with a growing chasm between us, it’ll be easier to accept. For both of us.
“For you,” I say and hold out the black box for her to take, and only then does she step forward. As the box creaks open, I move the chair to face her and take a seat, explaining as my back hits the smooth leather, “It’s your birthday gift.”
She forces a small smile to her lips, but the sadness lingers there. “It’s beautiful,” she says, although she doesn’t look at me. “What happened to my other… necklace?” Instinctively, her hand reaches for her collar, to the place where the diamonds and pearls used to lay.
“It’s where you left it,” I tell her and then glance at the box, still pushed against the wall but not lined up exactly with where it normally goes. I don’t want it to go back to where it was. I want to remember. I have to remember. My gut churns at the memory of how I felt, sitting in this very chair, while she locked herself in that box. I’m sickened by all the hate and anger I had, but more than that, the realization that what I wanted would never be.
“Are we okay?” Aria’s gentle question, laced with both want and fear, brings my attention to her gorgeous face.
“I don’t know that we’ll ever be okay.” My answer is instant and calmly spoken as if it’s a certainty. “But that doesn’t make you any less mine.”
“I don’t know what I can do, Carter.” Aria’s voice is wretched as she stares at the pearls, her fingertips barely skimming along each one. “I want to make this right.”
“This was never going to be right, Aria. It wasn’t right what I did, and what I’m going to do… it’s not right to you.” I don’t like the way my words come out. As if I’m letting her go, because I’m not. I won’t be the one to break things off, but I know she’ll leave me.
It’s inevitable.
“You don’t get to decide what’s right for me.” Her answer is sharp, that defiance I love slicing through the painful truth even she can’t deny: We were never meant to be.
“You’re still angry at me, aren’t you? For grabbing the gun.” Her voice wavers as she adds, “I’m sorry, Carter.” Her words are rushed and she barely breathes as she takes a single step toward me, closing the space until I reach out to take her waist in my hands. I could pull her into my lap, but I don’t. I keep her right where she is, at arm’s length.
“I know you are,” I tell her solemnly.
“Does this mean you don’t forgive me?” The pain isn’t hidden in the least. Not in her words, or the way her hands hold on to mine, not in the shades of amber and jade in her eyes.
“It’s not about forgiveness, Aria. I understand why. I respect it, even. But it would happen again. You would do it again.” I speak to her without reservations. She’ll come to the same realization I have. She will, even if it hurts her with the same pain it does me.
“You’re the one who put me here. Who put me right in the middle, Carter. You could lock me in the cell, and then I wouldn’t be in the way.” She pleads with me, wanting me to take away her freedom and the woman she was always meant to be just so I can have her.
“You’re the one who wanted out of your cage to fly away. Isn’t that right?” I know it doesn’t change anything. Giving her freedom only to be disappointed with what she does with it, doesn’t change a damn thing between us.
“You’re the one who didn’t clip my wings,” she says and the hazel concoction in her eyes begs me to fall for her. To give in and simply love her. They don’t know it, just as she doesn’t. I already do. I love her with everything in me. But this is all I can offer her. I’m already giving her everything I have. “You let me find you. You gave me that choice… I know you must’ve,” she tells me and I don’t deny it.
“To clip your wings… to keep you out of it all… that would have been the greatest of crimes, my songbird.”
  





CHAPTER 135
Aria

I haven’t left the hideaway room in … I don’t know how long.
The pearls are still on my pillow, where I left them. Both the strand of pearls Carter gave me this morning, and the loose pearls and diamonds I retrieved from the box in his office. He left me standing there, knowing we were broken beyond repair. And I did my best to clean it up. Picking up the evidence of my broken collar all while hot tears slid down my cheeks and fell into the box where I lay only a week ago.
I know the pain of a love being over. It’s an undeniable feeling that stretches out slowly through each limb and finger. It’s numbing, yet unforgivingly sharp.
My chest heaved with each sob until I fell to the floor.
Love isn’t enough, and that’s the worst thing in the whole world. Love is supposed to conquer all. It’s supposed to persevere. Instead all it’s done is caused us both unbearable pain. A pain I would do anything not to feel ever again.
I’ve lain in the makeshift bed, a pile of pillows on top of the plush rug, warring with myself. I’ve thought every possible situation through. Ranging from walking into the cell willingly and locking it behind me until it’s all over, to telling Carter I’d kill my father and Nikolai with my own two hands.
And I hate the woman in each scenario. I despise her. And I also know I would never be able to live with myself. I would simply be waiting until the day I died. Living each moment with a resentment toward Carter that I don’t think I could hide.
Fate is cruel, and this world is colder than I ever imagined.
My body is sore and it takes a moment when I stand up to begin to move. I haven’t had anything to drink or eat in … I don’t know how long. I’m dizzy and there’s a pounding in my temple that won’t quit.
I move slowly to the kitchen, listening to my bare feet pad softly on the floor and breathing in and out as deeply as I can. A cup of coffee is what I’m after, a piping hot cup that’s mostly sugar and cream. I only need the coffee for the caffeine. But what I get are the sounds of Addison and Daniel carrying from the kitchen to the hallway.
I stop just outside the doorway, listening to Addison tell Daniel how she’ll never leave him again.
“You promise?” Daniel’s voice is soothing and there’s a smile that’s hidden in his voice; I can see in my mind the exact smile that would play at his lips.
“I don’t want to run away anymore.” Addison’s voice is nothing but sincere. “Nothing will come between us, Daniel. If we can make it through that…”
My cheek rests on the outside of the doorway as I listen to them, feeling the love between them that’s always been there.
I can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy and to wish it were that easy for Carter and me.
“Then marry me.” Daniel’s response makes my eyes widen and suddenly I feel like an intruder. Not at all like a friend or family. I’m only an eavesdropper who needs to go away and not stain their memory, even if they don’t realize it.
Her voice is soft as she tells him yes between quick kisses I can hear even as I push away from the doorway. Turning around, I feel nothing and everything all at once. Jealousy and happiness. Emptiness from knowing I’ll never have what they share, and a sense of completion for accepting it.
Is this what it feels like to completely break down?
With a single deep breath, my eyes closed and my muscles tight, I take a step forward only to be hit by the heat of a hard body as I walk forward.
My pulse quickens when I open my eyes.
“Lost?” Carter’s voice isn’t muted like my footsteps were, and I can hear Addison and Daniel come out from the kitchen and into the doorway to the hall.
My body’s stiff, and it takes a moment for me to even gather the courage to look over my shoulder at them.
I don’t belong here. It’s never been more apparent to me. I shouldn’t be here.
“Aria,” Addison’s quick to call out for me, but I can’t even stand to look at her knowing we couldn’t be any further apart in what we’re feeling right now. She doesn’t need me dragging her down, ruining this special moment for her, and there’s nothing she can give me in this moment that I would accept.
“I’m good,” I say and barely turn to look over my shoulder at the only friend I have in here. With my hand raised, she stops where she is. “Please.” The single word is a plea for her to leave me alone, and she listens.
Stepping around Carter, I leave them as quick as I can. I only glance back once to see Daniel holding Addison’s wrist as she stares at me with tears in her eyes. Carter’s gone; where to? I don’t know, and I don’t care.
I’ve never felt so torn in my life.
I knew life would never be easy for me. Not with the man my father is. But I never imagined I’d fall in love with the enemy. So much so that I would be here with him, willingly, while my family mourns deaths committed by his hand. Or that I would be mourning the loss of a love that never should have been.
So what does that make me?
Who does that make me?





CHAPTER 136
Carter

War stops for no one.
Death never waits.
“Each wing is secure and the repairs are underway, sir,” Aden tells me with a nod of his head as he stands outside of Jase’s office in his wing. Most of the damage was done to Declan’s wing, but everything is salvageable.
“What’s the timeline?” I ask Aden. He’s a new guard, one of a dozen. When the death toll came in, we lost more men than I thought originally. Right now we’re keeping everyone close, but it’s only temporary; it’s just until we get eyes on both Romano’s men and Talvery’s. Jett’s taking care of that with a small crew. Everything’s waiting on him. But I fucking hate waiting.
“Two weeks tops until everything is replaced,” he answers and I give him a nod, effectively dismissing him before walking into Jase’s open door and closing it behind me.
Jase’s office is nothing like mine. There’s not a single book. There’s no desk either. I only refer to it as an office because he does. The fireplace is almost always lit though, and flames reflect off of the mirrored coffee table in front of it. The mirrored surface has a thick patina that’s developed over time. I guess Jase prefers it that way, or he’d polish it.
The shelves that line the wall to the right hold the rare antique weapons he collects. Mostly swords and knives. The ancient feel they have and their crude primitive backgrounds are at odds with the clean lines of the rest of the room. Overall, the aesthetic is modern and barren.
“How is she?” Jase asks me. His gaze stays on the fire until I take the seat next to him on the sleek, black leather sofa. It’s only then that he looks up at me.
I don’t answer him, the words fighting with my emotions in the back of my throat.
“That bad?” he asks, and I only nod.
The fire crackles in front of us while I sit with my brother, remembering how we got here nearly a decade ago. When I was only a kid, left at death’s doorstep and wishing for it to come quickly. Jase is the one who made the first move. He killed each of the men who grabbed me from the street corner. He was fueled by anger alone, but when I recovered and learned what he’d done, I knew there would be far more death before that anger would be allowed to leave him.
One by one, we killed, we stole, we ruled with a fear we once had for others.
But fear has a way of changing you. And I would be a liar to say I wasn’t motivated by it now.
I’m afraid I’m going to lose the only woman worth fighting for. The only woman I’m capable of loving.
The thick leather groans as Jase leans back, rubbing his thumb over his jaw and tells me, “It’ll be all right when this is over. She’ll be all right in time.”
“Or she’ll be consumed by anger,” I say and give him a knowing look, but the expression on his face doesn’t waver.
“She loves you,” is his only response.
I break his gaze to stare at the fire, wondering how long it’ll take for a flame so high and hot to burn down to nothing but ash and smolder.
“I didn’t come to talk about her.”
“It’s all about her, isn’t it?” he questions and my chest tightens. If I could go back to that moment and tell him not to fight for revenge, if I could go back and instead take my brothers and leave that horrid place, I would. I’m not proud of who we’ve become and I know it’s because of me.
“You know what I mean,” I tell him rather than lying to him and pretending I didn’t get us into this shit because of a sick need to have Aria to myself.
“What did you come to talk about then?” Jase asks and then lays his head back. He picks up a knife from the table and plays with the blade between his fingers.
“What do you want to do from here?” I ask him. The fight in me is subdued and he can see it. I’m certain everyone can. I’ve never felt so weak in my life.
“I say we wait,” he offers, staring into the roaring fire. The flames dance in the darkness of his eyes.
“We could hit them now… Let the streets run with blood,” I suggest to him, knowing the day is coming soon. That’s how this works. The winner takes the final blow.
“Two reasons. The first is that Sebastian is coming back.”
Sebastian. My initial reaction to hearing that he’s coming back is nothing I expected. I feel as if I’ve failed him. I’m ashamed for him to come back and see me like this. Ever since Aria came here, I’ve messaged him to keep him apprised. He’s been my confidant ever since he had the safe house built. He’s anchored me more than once. And he knows about Aria, and how badly we’ve fallen.
“When?” I ask and have to clear my throat after.
“He’ll be here tonight, although he’s going to his estate and the safe house first to see the damage.”
A grunt leaves me before I ask, “He hasn’t seen the extent of the damage yet, has he?”
I didn’t want to believe it hurt as much as it did when he left. Over time the pain eased. But I can’t deny that the memory of him leaving and then not coming back for so long fucking kills me. He was family. He still is.
“Not yet,” Jase answers evenly and then adds, “Chloe isn’t coming for a while.”
“That’s understandable,” I say absently. Deep in the back of my mind, I always knew he stayed away because of three reasons:
Chloe never wanted to be here.
Romano would have him killed if he still had the power to do so.
Marcus.
When Marcus approaches people, they tend to do his bidding and then move far, far away. My brothers and I are the only ones who seem to have defied that pattern.
It’s quiet as the wood splits in the roaring fire and specks of ash fly in the heated air.
“You said there were two reasons?” I remind Jase, waiting on the other reason we shouldn’t destroy what’s left of Talvery.
“Her father retreated,” he tells me, still running his fingers along the blade as he leans back in the chair. He’s simply waiting for war. I’m the reason my brothers were pulled into this life, and I fucking hate myself for it.
I hate that he refers to Talvery as “her father” just as much.
“He has to leave eventually. He can’t hide forever.”
“Until he does, we wait?” Jase asks and I can only nod. Every day this war lasts is a day longer that I have Aria so close, yet unreachable.
“You don’t often come to me for advice,” Jase comments and I don’t respond for a moment.
“I’m tired,” I tell him honestly, but I don’t tell him everything else. How all I can think about is what I’ll be when she leaves me. I’ll be the shell of a man waiting to die, the way Jase is waiting for this war.
His gaze burns into me, but he doesn’t press me for more. Maybe he already knows.
“Talvery called as well.”
My head whips to his and my brows pinch together in both shock and anger at his admission. “When? Why didn’t-“
“Just now, before you came in.” I try to interrupt him, pissed off that I wasn’t told, but Jase continues, “He only wanted to know one thing and then he hung up.”
“And you told him what he wanted to know?” My blunt fingernails dig into the soft leather of the armrest.
“He wanted to know if Aria was still alive. If she was okay.” He speaks evenly, staring into the fire before looking at me when I ask, “What did you tell him?”
“The truth.”
I have to bite my tongue when I nearly ask him what truth he told Talvery. Because I know she’s not okay. There’s nothing about either of us that’s okay.





CHAPTER 137
Aria

I’ll never forget the first fight I had with Nikolai. As I sit in my hideaway room, staring at the beautiful wallpaper in front of me with a blank canvas at my feet and a stick of unused chalk in my hand, I remember how I screamed at him and how he screamed back at me.
It was a quarrel of young love. But it was also the beginning of the end and we both knew it.
He’d taught me to shoot that day, letting me fire his gun. He was only seventeen and I was sixteen. I’d begged him to let me fire it. I wanted to know what it felt like and he told me he shouldn’t, and that I would never need to know anyway.
I can’t explain how angry it made me, but it didn’t matter, because he moved behind me as we stood in front of the forest behind my home. His chest pressed against my back and his hands held mine as he taught me how to fire it.
The gun kicked back, but he held it steady in my hands. I remember the heat that spread through me when he asked me how it felt, whispering the question in my ear. We’d been seeing each other late at night, nearly every night for a while.
I knew he cared for me, but he hadn’t said those three words to me that I’d confessed to him.
I peeked over my shoulder, and his lips were right there, so close to mine. I stared at them for a moment and thank God I did, because that’s the moment my father stormed out of the house.
I tore myself away from Nikolai before he even saw my father.
That night we didn’t fight over the gun, or whether or not I should learn how to fire one. We fought because he wanted to end what we had. He said my father would never allow it.
We fought because I wanted to run away with him, but Nikolai refused. Deciding it was better to stay where we were and to stop seeing each other, rather than to take the risk to leave and keep what we had.
He didn’t want to be seen with me again, and that’s why I screamed. He was all I had, and he knew it. It hurt me deeply, although I understood why he didn’t want my father to find out. The second I showed him my pain, he took it away.
Nikolai kissed it away and said he would make it better. That he was doing it all for me, and one day I’d see. It took time for me to get used to not having him. And every time I cried, every time I needed him, if only for a moment, he came to me.
He never told me he loved me until after I’d gotten over what we had and only considered him a friend. But I knew he did before he told me. Because when you love someone, you can’t stand to see them in pain.
Carter’s not like that, though. He’s not a man to soothe or be soothed. He’s the type who puts his thumb inside of a raw gunshot wound and pushes harder. That’s the kind of man Carter is.
There’s no kissing away my pain with Carter. He wants me to live in it, because he lives in his. To stand by his side means to revel in the agony, and more so, to rule in it.
The knock at my door startles me. It’s soft and although I wish it were Carter on the other side, I already know it’s not.
Carter’s not the type to knock so gently, either.
“Yes?” I call out from behind the closed door.
“It’s me.” Addison’s voice carries through the door and I have to take a steadying breath before I can answer her.
My eyes are tired and burn from lack of sleep as she walks in.
“How did you know I was here?” I ask her and only then do I hear how hoarse my voice is.
As I sit up on my pile of pillows and look around, I realize how pathetic this looks. How pathetic I look.
“Daniel told me,” she says softly, with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. She looks around awkwardly for only a brief second before coming to sit with me on my makeshift bed.
I want to tell her that I’m happy for her, for what I overheard. I want to hug her and confide in her that I already know the good news, although it was an accident. I want to do many things, but Addison came with a purpose and she doesn’t give me a chance to speak first.
I’m grateful for that because seeing her makes me anxious and awkward, given the circumstances.
“When I first moved here… well,” she pauses and clears her throat, then continues, “close to here, when I moved to Crescent Hills, I had no one.”
I pull my legs into my chest and lean my back against the wall as I watch her sit cross-legged. There’s a small pile of plush throw blankets folded next to me and she takes the palest pink one, a soft chenille, and pulls the blanket up around her.
“I know what that’s like,” I tell her and she shakes her head no.
“I was an orphan,” she tells me with her voice cracking and I’m taken aback.
“I had no idea.”
“I don’t look like an orphan?” she raises her brow and jokes, but the accompanying small laugh is sad. “I don’t talk much about it, you know?” I nod as she talks, and I try to imagine what that was like.
“Anyway, I moved between a few different families and the one here was okay; it wasn’t any better than the others in a lot of ways. They didn’t care about me, they just got paid to keep me alive, you know?” Addison chews on her bottom lip for a moment and I can’t help but wonder why she’s telling me all this. She takes in a heavy breath and looks me dead in the eye. “I stayed because of Tyler.”
“Tyler?” A freezing sensation sweeps across my skin at hearing his name. It feels as if I know the Cross brother who died. I’ve dreamed of him, and the words he gave Addison in her dream haven’t left me.
“All of us grew up poor, and so he didn’t judge me, not like the other kids at school. His father was an alcoholic, and his brothers were… well, they did what they had to in order to survive. And it scared me sometimes. But he loved me, and I loved him in a lot of ways. I also realized I loved his brother—I loved Daniel more, even if we were nothing back then. I hardly spoke to Daniel at the time.” Tears cloud her vision and she brushes them away. “The Cross boys, they protected me, they looked out for me in a way no one had. Including Carter.” She lets the tears fall and sniffles before telling me, “I swear to you, there’s so much good in there.”
She licks her lower lip, gathering the tear that lingers there and it’s then I realize she thinks I’m not okay because I want to leave. Because I don’t love Carter.
“I know there is,” I tell her and she waits for more. For the “but” that isn’t going to come from me. “I love him and I love this family.” Emotions spill from me, emotions I wish I could bury deep down inside until I can’t feel them anymore. “I want to be a part of this family more than you could ever know.”
She tilts her head and gives me a look, and I actually crack a smile. “Well, maybe you do know.” I sniff and look at the ceiling to keep from tearing up at the thought of being a part of this family, a family who has protected me and has loved me. Even if they are … the men they are.
“So you do love him?” she asks and reaches out to me, laying a hand on my knee. “You forgive him?”
I nod my head, knowing it’s true. Both statements are so true.
“He doesn’t forgive me.” I tell her the truth that burns a hole in my chest. I have to reach into the pocket of the sleepshirt so I can pull out a few of the loose pearls from the necklace I used to wear. The beads click together softly in my hand as I tell her, “He doesn’t trust me and he’s not going to show any mercy, not to me or to anyone.”
“I wanted to come in here and tell you something. Something that’s scaring me, Aria.” Addison’s voice drops and her eyes darken with an intensity I haven’t seen from her before.
“Go ahead,” I tell her in a whisper, feeling the temperature of my blood drop. She rubs her palms on her jeans as she breathes out slowly.
“I went to Tyler’s grave.” Tears gather in her eyes the same way clouds do as a storm threatens, slowly and with an impending necessity. “There were so many forget-me-nots.” She looks past me, to the window that’s covered in beautiful linens, yet locked and will never open. I doubt she knows that little fact though. Her gaze stays there as she tells me, “I brought two packets of seeds with me before I left, and I scattered them all around his grave.” Her eyes drift to mine. “It’s nothing but a field of blue and white now,” she tells me and a chill flows down my spine. An odd sense of déjà vu pricks its way deeper into my bones.
She lets out a steadying breath and shakes her head gently. “I’ve been dreaming of him since we came back. It’s the same dream, Aria.”
I remember a dream that’s come and gone since I first got here. Since the first week I was locked in the cell in this place, but it’s not what she describes.
“Tyler keeps telling me to remind you. Hold him tight. Don’t let go… or else he’ll die.”
In the depths of my being, I know Carter needs someone to love him and someone he can love in return. He’s a man in pain, a beast trapped in a castle of his own making. I’m just not convinced that I can be that woman.
Or that he’ll let me close enough to be that woman.
“I know,” I tell her truthfully. “But it’s not all up to me.”
“Try,” she begs me. “Please, just try to hold on to him.”
I swallow my heart, which has traveled all the way up to my throat, and only nod. She has no idea how much I wish I could.





CHAPTER 138
Carter

L ast night she stayed in her room. The one I’m not supposed to go in. I sat by the door and listened to her cry softly. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.
My thumb taps on the desk as I stare at the box. She fixed it. She did it. Not me. She didn’t ask, and she doesn’t know what it does to me. Part of me wants to rip it out. The other part is hoping it means something. Something beyond what I’m capable of controlling.
Knock, knock. The gentle rap at the door disturbs my thoughts. It’s early. I’ve already met with Aden and Jase. We know where every enemy and ally is, and what they’re planning. There’s nothing to do but wait for Romano to lay Talvery to rest. He’ll lose men doing it, but my side has lost enough. And I informed him of exactly that. His options are limited.
Knock, knock. She knocks again and I have to clear my throat, feeling the roughness at the back as I straighten in my chair and call for her to come in.
The door opens slowly, revealing Aria to me with sleep still in her eyes. Her hair flows down her bare back in waves, and the only thing she’s wearing is a thin, black silk nightie with the white pearls draped down her breasts. My cock instantly hardens as she takes a single careful step in, quietly walking on the balls of her feet until she turns and shuts the door with her back to me.
“You look… breathtaking,” I say, the words falling from my lips.
Her head turns first, bringing with it the sway of her hips, the gentle swing of her hair around her shoulders and those beautiful eyes that toy with my emotions. Her lips tip up, pulling into a feminine smile as a blush rises up her chest and climbs all the way to her temple. With her head tilted down, she peeks up at me through her lashes, brushing a stray lock from her face and murmurs, “That seems fitting … since you leave me breathless.”
She takes deliberate but slow steps, so I know right where she’s headed as she rounds the desk. I don’t know why I turn off the monitors, shut my laptop and scoot the chair back, spreading my legs so she can easily climb into my lap. As she adjusts, her small hand slips to my groin and a muffled groan escapes my throat, rumbling my chest. Aria’s eyes light with a playfulness, but also so much more. Her eyes always give me more than I deserve.
“I miss you,” she whispers as her ass presses against my cock and she lies heavily against my chest. Her hair tickles my neck until she rests her cheek on my shoulder, and lazily presses a small kiss to my throat.
I have a small moment, a split second where I wonder if this is real or a dream. The tension is gone; the thoughts of what will come don’t exist in this moment. She simply wants me, and I her. As her nails gently run down my throat, playing among the overgrown stubble, she swallows thickly and I have to wonder if the same thought has hit her as I see pain grow in her expression in the reflection on the black monitor in front of me.
“I didn’t think you would come to me,” I tell her quietly, and pluck at one of the pearls of her necklace, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger. She nuzzles against my shoulder and whispers in a sultry voice, “I thought you knew me better than that, Mr. Cross.” The rough chuckle I give her in return shakes my chest, and along with it, her. Her breasts press against my chest, and I feel her nipples harden from the slight movement.
“I love you,” she whispers and kisses my neck again, softer this time, leaving a touch of wetness behind. “There’s nothing that could stop me from loving you. I tried. I can’t stop,” she tells me softly, lifting her head to look me in the eyes.
Instead of answering her, I cup her pussy in my lap, pressing my fingers against the thin silk that separates my hand from her hot entrance. She’s damp immediately. Wet and hot for me.
As she reaches up to hold on to my shoulders instinctively, I maneuver my fingers around the fabric and press them inside of her. Her back arches and her breasts come closer to my face. I bend down just enough to gently nip the hardened peak of one nipple through the thin fabric, leaving a mark on her nightie.
She squeals in my embrace, jolting slightly, but she doesn’t let go of me, she only clings tighter, her nails pressing deeper into my skin through the dress shirt.
“I want you,” I breathe against her slender neck as I thrust my fingers in and out of her, moving some of the wetness up and down her cunt and then to her backside, around her tight hole. I need to make the other night right and fuck her there the way she needs.
“I love you,” she tells me again in a strangled moan as I unzip my pants and reposition her to straddle me.
Again I don’t say it back, and instead I crash my lips to hers, pressing them as deeply as I can as I shove my dick inside of her as swiftly as possible. With both of my hands on her shoulders, my forearms supporting her back, I slam her down, forcing her to scream into my kiss with an ecstasy I love to give her.
This I can give her. As much as she needs.
She’s so fucking tight. Feeling her squeeze my cock with every thrust is something I don’t deserve.
Her nails dig into my shoulders and she moans with each upward thrust. The soft sounds are short and come in muted gasps, urging me to push her higher and higher.
The air is hot but my skin is hotter as I feel her tighten around me. I’m close, but I don’t want to get off. I don’t want to take from her any more than I already have.
I can’t breathe as I pound into her with a primal need to force the pleasure to rip through her, but she doesn’t let go. She isn’t breathing either as her head lolls back, her teeth digging into her bottom lip.
She’s watching me as I watch her. With each slam of my hips I want to see her light up with unrelenting pleasure, but she shakes her head gently, barely able to speak as she whispers, “Not without you.”
My grip on the flesh of her hip tightens, the threat of her holding back enraging a side of me. A part of my soul buried deep inside that wants nothing more than to give her everything.
With the back of my arm sweeping across the desk, I clear a spot for her, letting everything else crash to the floor so I can move her to lay flat on the desk. The laptop stays to one side, but the phone, the papers and journal with all the numbers, my cell—all that shit clatters to the floor. Her ass is hanging off the desk and my cock is still buried deep inside of her.
I’ll make her cum. She won’t refuse me.
I take a second, only a single fucking second to wrap her leg higher around my hip so I have the perfect angle to slam myself deep inside of her until she can’t hold on any longer. So she’ll shatter beneath me like I need her to. But in that second, her eyes widen and she reaches for me, her hand grabbing my shirt and fisting it as she leans up, her shoulders lifting off the desk. As she swallows, I see the plea in her eyes, and how tense her neck becomes.
“Please,” she begs me as I hammer myself inside of her, forcing her head to be thrown back as her neck and back both threaten to arch. Even with my ruthless pace, she screams out for me to cum with her, to fall from the highest high and get lost in pieces beneath the world and the reality that plagues us.
“Carter,” she moans my name and I cave. I pick up my pace and feel the tingle at the base of my spine. My toes curl and I let them.
As much as I know this won’t last, I can’t deny her. I won’t do it. I love her too much, and that will be my downfall.





CHAPTER 139
Aria

It’s a mix of him not saying he loves me, even though I know he does, and the way he leaves me after sex.
He left me panting and reeling on his desk, my nightgown torn and the pearls wrapped around me so tightly, I felt like they were holding me down. I was a mess, destroyed by him. And he left to clean up, taking his time without me to gather up his own pieces. Every second felt raw. Every moment another bit of reality intruded on the moment.
It reminds me of the time we had in his bathroom when I realized I’d missed my birthday and never went to see my mother. It feels like so long ago when we fought and fucked on the tiled floor. And when he stood, with his back to me and the look of regret clearly written on his face… I’ll never forget the way it felt. And that’s exactly what it feels like now.
Hold on to him, a voice whispers as the emotions try to strangle my throat. Hold on to him.
“I’m trying,” I whisper.
“What?” Carter asks and I swallow the dry words, propping myself up on his desk even though I can feel moisture between my legs. I have to wad up the bottom of the nightgown, the bit that should cover my legs, and press it against myself to keep from making a mess. Carter only comes to help me down then. And only to help me down. The moment the balls of my feet hit the hardwood floors, he lets go of me.
I need someone to hold me too. My voice is weak as I answer him, “Nothing.” The moment is broken and I feel it inside of me. The sharp edges of it dig into my chest and let the real world find its way back into my head.
Carter’s gaze is like fire, burning into the side of my face as I turn away from him, the way he did to me just a moment ago.
“I need to go change.” I offer up the excuse and then hate myself for it. I hate that I can pretend in the least that I’m all right.
My hair tickles my upper back as I turn to stare back at the man I love, the man whose love will kill me. With a shiver running down my shoulders and the coolness of his office replacing the much-needed heat I felt a minute ago, I tell him the truth. “It feels like you regret it almost every time you touch me now.”
I have to swallow thickly after letting the words out. It is almost every time, isn’t it? Each time since the safe house… he never came, not until now.
It’s a slow change in his expression, as the slight concern morphs to indifference. To the mask he always wears. “Do you regret this?” I ask him. Before he can even answer, I push out more of the raw truth, saying, “I don’t want to feel like this afterward. I don’t want to feel…” I trail off as my hand reaches up to my chest and my fingers tangle around the strand of pearls, not knowing what the words are that accurately portray what I feel.
I feel like I lose him more and more when he does this after. But when I’m with him, truly with him, I’m whole. “I want you back.” I whisper the words in a ragged voice drenched in despair.
“This isn’t going to last.” Those are the only words Carter gives me, but his expression says more. His steady gaze belies the hollow depths of his pain. Looking closer, the softness around his eyes shows just how tired he is, how vulnerable, even.
It’s only then that tears prick, but still, I hold them back. Sorrow will do nothing for us. It only eats at the precious time we have left.
“Stop.” I can only give him a single word before I have to take a steadying breath. I can feel myself breaking, but I won’t. He must see it, but he doesn’t come to me. He doesn’t try to comfort me and I have to reach behind me, gripping the edge of the desk to brace myself.
“You said it yourself.” Carter starts to give my own words back to me, and I have to look away from him, staring at the massive windows although I don’t see anything at all. “You said you’d never forgive me, and we both know it’s the truth and what I deserve.”
With my fingers wrapping tight around the pearls, I speak calmly and aimlessly, “Such a reasonable gesture then, to pull away from me and not fight for me.” On the last word, I turn to look at him. “Just end it then, send me back?”
Although it’s a false threat, a cold chill creeps up my body. It slows everything—my breath, my pulse.
A tic in Carter’s jaw starts to spasm as he turns away from me, leaning his hips against the desk and bracing himself on it as I am to look out toward the windows with me.
“The moment I heard your voice, I knew once I had you, I’d never let you go.” His voice is low and full of solace. Inside I’m reeling with the ticking time bomb of the truth he doesn’t know.
“Which moment?” I ask him.
I can’t look at him, knowing what’s about to spill from my lips. The revelation that could change everything. If ever there was a time to confess what I’ve been hiding, it’s now, when there’s nothing left to hold us together.
“When your father let me go. He let me live, and it’s only because you called out.”
“It wasn’t me,” I blurt out, and the words are dead on my lips, completely at odds with the emotion in his. I have to clear my throat and repeat my words when he says nothing at all. “I never knocked at the door. It wasn’t me.”
“I heard your voice,” Carter starts to speak and even takes a half step closer to me, but I cut him off, and stare into his eyes as I confess.
“It wasn’t me. I never went to that side of the house.” My head shakes as my voice goes hoarse and I have to pause and swallow. My mother died on the floor directly above where my father worked. I never wanted to go back to that side of the house ever again after it happened. “I would have never told my father I needed him. I would have never interrupted his work.” My heart clenches with unbearable pain at the look in Carter’s eyes. “More than that, my father wouldn’t have stopped what he was doing for me,” I tell him a truth that causes the small part of me that still craves more love from my father to twist in pain. “It wasn’t me you heard.”
“You’re lying,” Carter speaks but there’s no conviction.
”You know I don’t need to lie to you.” With a deep breath in and then a desperate one out, I tell him, “I love you, but if you only want me here because you wanted the girl who saved your life,” bastard tears gather in my eyes but I refuse to let them fall as I swallow and continue, “if you only wanted some girl you’ve dreamed about…”
I can’t continue as Carter’s eyes narrow at me and his grip tightens on the desk behind him.
“I didn’t want to tell you because I thought if you knew, you wouldn’t want me anymore.” A single tear falls, and I ignore it. “If you only wanted me because of that night, because you thought it was me, then let me leave.” When I lick my dry lips, I taste the salt of more tears. Tears I refuse to acknowledge.
“It was never supposed to be me,” I whisper as I wipe under my burning eyes and gaze at the bookshelf behind him. His own gaze is unreadable and unforgiving; the mask has slipped back into place.
“I don’t believe you,” he says and Carter’s voice is low and threatening. With the cold air settling against my bare skin, I feel more exposed in this moment than I have in so long. “I know your voice. It was you.”
My heart flickers as Carter moves a half step closer, his gaze sizing me up like when I was first in the cell.
“I’m not lying, Carter. It was never supposed to be me.”
“I just don’t know why you’re lying.” Carter continues as if I haven’t exposed a truth that ruins everything he thought about me, every piece he both hated and loved before he even saw me.
“Stop calling me a liar.” A small flame ignites inside of me as he stalks closer, invading my space and towering over me. My voice is firm, bordering on hard.
I can feel my eyes narrowing on his as he approaches so close I can feel the heat from his skin. The flames lick between us as he smirks at me, letting his gaze roam up and down my body.
“What did you think telling me that would accomplish?” he questions me. It’s a fucking interrogation.
Rage burns in my blood. I have to quickly take in a deep breath to keep from snapping.
“I wanted to share something with you that would change things. Something that would sway the position you hold on how we’ve always been enemies and-”
He cuts me off and rebuts in a casual tone, “But our families have always been enemies.”
His gaze is ever assessing. I’m the enemy in this moment. I’m a liar in his eyes.
“You’re a fool to think I’d lie to you.” My response comes with more pain than I imagined it would.
The smile that graces his lips doesn’t hide his hurt. “Am I?”
“I’m not a liar.” My hands clench at my sides and the emotions that crept up before crash into me suddenly, like rough waves at the shore. “And this was a mistake.” I don’t know if I mean telling him he’s mistaken, not running when I could… or falling in love with him to begin with. Maybe all of it.
“It was all a mistake,” I whisper to myself before looking back at Carter. At a version of him that’s guarded and impenetrable while all I am is vulnerable to him. “I know that now.” The realization is sobering.
I meet his gaze as I tell him, “I’m not who you think I am. I’m Aria Talvery and this was never supposed to happen.”
With one of his palms braced on the desk, he lowers his gaze until we’re eye to eye and his lips are close to mine. So close, and that side of me that wants nothing more than his affection begs me to take them with my own and silence whatever words he dares to speak. But I don’t.
“You may be a Talvery, but you’re on the wrong territory, little songbird.” Backing away slightly, he searches for something in my expression before adding, “And even if you hate me, I won’t be letting you go.”





CHAPTER 140
Carter

It wasn’t her?
The fuck it wasn’t her.
It’s all I can think about as I lead her back to the bedroom. The sounds of our footsteps are heavy, but not as heavy as the beating of my pulse.
I know that night, I know her voice. That night, that moment even, changed my life forever. I know every detail. The cadence of her words. I’ve dreamed of them and been consumed by that moment for years.
The bedroom door closes with a resounding click as I walk to the dresser, where a new glass and bottle of whiskey wait for me.
I go through the motions, barely listening to her undressing and moving through drawers as I try to calm down.
It’s an impossible task. Every second, the anger rises.
How dare she lie to me. How dare she look me in the eyes and deny something that led me down a path of violence and self-hate. How fucking dare she do that, yet claim to love me.
I’ve never hated how capable she is of affecting me more than I do in this moment.
I’ll never tell her how much it hurts to hear her deny it. I refuse to let her know. I’ll be damned if I ever give her that truth and that power.
As I breathe, the amber liquid flows between the cubes of ice. My grip on the tumbler is loose as I swirl it, but it’s no use. I have no appetite for liquor tonight.
I want to punish her. It’s all I can think about.
I’ve handled everything wrong because I’ve underestimated her, but now that she’s shown her cards and revealed what lows she’s willing to go to, I won’t make that mistake again.
She was right. I should have clipped her wings.
“I don’t know why you can’t believe me,” Aria speaks softly, so softly the rustling of the covers almost drowns out her words as she climbs into bed. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch as she pulls them up closer to her throat and looks back at me the way she always should have, as if I’m the enemy.
I bite down on my tongue to keep from replying as I breathe in through my nose heavily. I don’t know why she’d lie about it. What motive is behind her lies?
My shoulders tense as I lean down to grab what’s inside the top drawer of my dresser. The sound of it opening is ominous. The metal is cold in my hand as the cuffs clink together. While I walk to her, I think about how to cuff her, but the thought of touching her right now is dangerous. So fucking dangerous.
She casts a spell over me each and every time my skin touches her. I can’t risk it.
I toss them on the bed as the thought hits me. “Cuff your left hand to the bedpost,” I command her as I drag the chair in the corner of the room toward the bed, closer to her.
With my back to her, I wonder if she’ll even obey me until the telltale snap of the closure echoes in the bedroom.
Only then do I breathe and sink down into the chair. I have her, and she’s not going anywhere.
The light from the moon shines down on her soft skin in a way that makes my chest ache. She’s so fucking beautiful. She brushes her chestnut locks away from her face and stares expectantly at me before resting back against the headboard.
“Are you just going to keep me here until the war is over and I hate you forever?” she asks when I don’t say anything. Her voice is flat, but she can’t hide the pain in her eyes. She can’t hide that from me. Not when I’ve seen the raw agony the cell brought her, the torment killing Stephan gave her, and the sorrow loving me has stained into those gorgeous hazel eyes.
“That’s not a bad idea,” I remark, not hiding the exhaustion from my voice.
The huff that leaves her lips is humorless. She tries to get comfortable, but she’s cuffed herself too high on the post. The cuff is between the middle and top rung, instead of at the bottom. She can reach the nightstand, where a bottle of wine and a glass from earlier lay, along with her cell phone. At least she can reach those, but nothing else is at her disposal.
Agitation quickly shows in her pursed lips as she props a pillow under her arm. Letting out a sigh, I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees and stare her down. I wait for her to look at me to ask her, “Why lie?”
Fire smolders in her gaze as she pushes out the words, “It wasn’t me.”
Tick, tick. It’s not the clock, it’s the steady beat of my heart, on edge and wanting to know why she’d try to hurt me like she is.
“I have all the time in the world,” I tell her and lean back. As I swallow, I realize how much it kills me, the very idea that it was someone else. “It was you,” I say, hardening my voice, refusing to entertain the thought the voice that saved me belonged to another. I know it was Aria. Deep in my bones, I know it was her.
“I’m sorry, Carter.” Aria’s whisper is pained. She scoots closer to me on the bed and I watch as the cuff keeps her away from me. Fuck, I’m a goddamn wreck and she can see.
She could always see me though. Something about her simply knows who I am. Her soul knows mine.
“I didn’t want to tell you,” she whispers and I’m taken back to that night, to the pain, to the desperation to die.
“I wanted to die and you saved me,” I tell her, knowing how true it is. It was her voice that called out to me as I felt the cold hand of death pull me closer to the ground. Not to a white light and salvation, but down to the dirty concrete floor. And I prayed for it to happen. I coveted nothing less than death to come to me and take the pain away. The torture I endured had destroyed any chance of peace and happiness a boy like me could ever have.
“I’m sorry,” is again all she can say as emotion wells in my chest and then higher, up my throat.
“You’re not,” I speak through clenched teeth and hold on to the fact that she’s lying. I know the voice that saved me. “You’re a liar.”
As Aria tries to wipe away her tears that have slid down her flushed cheeks, she brings her left hand up, only to have it held back by the cuff.
“And you’ll stay right there until I’m done doing what I have to do.” Standing abruptly, I watch her eyes widen. “You can stay there. Right there where you belong.” My words are hollow, but the threat is real. I won’t give her up so easily. If she thought lying to me would give her freedom from me, she thought wrong.
“Carter,” Aria calls out and moves on the bed, the sheets falling around her body in a messy puddle, but her left arm is restrained behind her. Frustration joins the desperation in her eyes.
Her right hand moves to her left as if she could pry it free as I stalk to the door. “Carter!” She yells out my name to get me to stop as I stand in the doorway. I stare back at my songbird, naked on her knees in my bed, and chained to it willingly. A dull pink mark still shows on her breast from where I touched her earlier, right beneath the pearls that sway slightly down her front. She’s a beautiful fucking vision. Beautiful, but wretched with sadness.
“Don’t leave me here,” she demands, as if she could, and then swallows visibly.
“You’re not in a position to give the commands,” is all I give her. I’m only able to take half a step out of the room before the shattering sound of glass at my right is accompanied by wetness along the right side of my cheek, my jaw, my neck and down my shirt. The dark red liquid seeps into my white dress shirt and I stare at the blotches, watching them spread over the fabric before looking back at Aria. The cracked bottle is in pieces at my feet, and there’s a small dent in the drywall. It’s surrounded by streaks of burgundy that are dripping down to the floor.
My heart races in my chest from shock, but also anger.
“Now you can’t hide at the bottom of it.” My words are spit with venom as control slips from me.
“Fuck you! I hate you!”
She screams it like she truly means it. Like her hate is the only thing keeping her alive, and I know that’s what it is. I’ve been there. I hated her before she even knew my name.
“I knew you did. I know you hate me. It doesn’t change that you’re mine.” I can’t hide the lack of control, the unraveling of composure as I stare her down, watching her chest rise and fall with chaotic breathing.
“I won’t let you do this to me,” she speaks with conviction and the dry laugh that erupts from my lips is dark and genuine as I grip the doorknob to keep from approaching her.
“Fuck you!” she sneers as she rips her arm away from the bedpost. Not tugging, but yanking her wrist against the cuff. Pain echoes in her face and in the shriek that tears up her throat. My heart slams in my chest as I watch her do it again. And again. My body temperature drops and for a second I don’t believe it. She wrenches her body away until a horrid scream comes from her lips. Tears stream down her face as her arm lays limp, and her wrist, still cuffed, is red and raw with cuts from the metal.
“Fuck you,” she cries, her words low and full of suffering. She rips her arm away again, although this time she can only use the weight of her body and the action is done without conviction.
Fuck.
I’m too fucking weak for her. Her agony destroys any rational thought I have. I can’t get to her quick enough, although I’m not thinking logically and I don’t have the key. In an attempt to help, I grip her as gently as I can to push her back against the headboard to loosen the tension of the cuff, but Aria’s hate is stronger than her reason.
Even with a dislocated shoulder, she shoves me with her uninjured hand. “Stay away,” she screams at me with tears still falling freely. “Get away!” It’s only when she tries to push me again that her body refuses to obey and she clutches at her shoulder.
“Aria,” I start to say, ready to plead with her to be reasonable and let me help.
“I meant it, I hate you!” Her confession is sobering. Her face is red as she swallows down the pain and stares me straight in the eye. “You wanted me to be like this? To chain me up and make me pay? You can’t go back. That’s your thing, right?” She pauses for a moment to breathe and then backs up against the headboard, holding on to her shoulder and sniffling. “Well, you can’t go back.” Her breathing’s unsteady and she speaks softer. “You did this. You made me hate you.” Her face crumples with the last confessions. “This is what you wanted, and now you can have it.”
The pain is numbing. It takes a minute and then another for me to even retrieve the key to uncuff her. She doesn’t look at me at all while I put her shoulder back into place.
And when she sobs, I want nothing more than to hold her, but she pushes me away and lies on her side, her back to me and her injured shoulder in the air.
I’ve never hurt so much in my life.
I remember everything from that night years ago. And even that pain doesn’t compare to this.
   
THE WHISKEY IS MORE than tempting this time and it goes down easy.
Each glass is easier than the last, and each brings the picture of our past to me like the way Aria paints. Each moment seems made up of beautiful strokes on her canvas. She could paint a painful past, yet make you desire to touch it with the masterful way her brush moves when she’s creating art.
For the longest time, all I see are the moments we’ve had together.
The next glass brings out my jealousy. And the thought of sending Nikolai a video of me fucking Aria and showing him how much she loves it.
She brings out a possessive side of me I’ve never known. She makes me lose my control. She ruins everything, but she’s the reason for it all.
She’s mine.
That’s the only thing that matters.
I would never do it; I’d never let a man like Nikolai see her cum. He had a chance with her, and he lost it. I fucking refuse to lose her like he did. I won’t let it happen.
At the thought, the tumbler slams down on the desk. For a moment, I think I’ve broken it.
I haven’t, but the whiskey is humming in my veins and knowing that, I push the glass away from me.
I get down on my knees, feeling lightheaded as I pick up all the shit I threw down from my desk earlier so I could have her. Placing the last few items where they belong, I let my hand rest where her lower back rested only hours ago. The hard chestnut is bitter cold and nothing like her warmth.
My gaze falls to the polaroid pictures laying haphazardly on top of a stack of papers. Pictures I brought out days and days ago to show Aria. Pictures of the house she says is so familiar. And one of them has my father and mother on the porch.
He loved her. Anyone who looked at them could see it. My father loved her with everything he had.
When she died a slow, slow death, he died with her.
I never learned how to love, only how to survive.
Maybe that’s what Aria’s been doing. Thinking on the past makes me reach for the tumbler again. The liquid burns as I swallow more down in large gulps and remember how she lay on the sofa in the corner of my office that first time.
She was so tired, but well fed and well fucked. The effects of what I’d done to her were still evident. Her skin lacked color and her ribs still poked through her flesh.
I did this to her. I put her in this position to simply survive.
That day she lay on the sofa, she slept off and on. Each time she woke startled and terrified until I went to her. I calmed her. I took her nightmares away.
Tears prick in the back of my eyes as I struggle to breathe. Yes, I hurt her, but I took it all away. All the pain, all the fear.
I thought it counted for more than it did.
As she slept that first day, I couldn’t do a damn thing but watch her and every small movement of her body. I remember every inch of her frame. I’ve never felt so sickened by who I am like back then.
But I tried to take it all away.
My elbows slam down harder than I wanted on the desk as I rest my forehead in my hands and let out a heavy sigh, burdened by all the sins I’ve committed against Aria Talvery.
It’s too much. Tonight has been too much.
I search the top right drawer for the small vial of sweets, but I don’t find it. The papers are scattered by the time I’m done, but I don’t care. When I slam it shut, the one below opens and I pull it ajar to find what I’m looking for right on top.
I know the liquor will numb me enough to sleep, but I never sleep long and tonight I need it. With a full vial, I swallow it all and when a moment passes and sleep doesn’t come, I grab another vial and take more of the drug.
My legs are heavy as I move to the sofa she slept in and lie in her place.
I don’t know if I would take it all back. I don’t know how I can ever have her. All I wanted was her, and I still do. I can’t help it. All I want is for Aria to be mine.

I HEAR her shuddering breath first. And when I lift my gaze from the floor beneath the desk to her flushed cheeks and then those gorgeous eyes, I feel a weight lifted from me.
Like the pain doesn’t exist anymore. Because she’s crawling to me. She’s coming to me. My songbird.
“Are you still angry?” I ask and my voice feels rough, as if it’s been unused for a long time. I can feel my brow pinch in confusion at the thought, and it’s then that I realize I feel cold. So cold.
None of it matters when Aria shakes her head. The messy hair around her face lets me know she’s been sleeping here in this room. She was waiting for me to wake up.
“I’m not angry.” Her voice is soft as she reaches me, but the tears don’t stop. My fingers splay in her hair as I cup my hand behind her head and pull her closer to me. I don’t even remember what the fight was about when I touch her. Nothing else matters when I touch her. She clings to me, her hands on my thighs as she lifts up her lips and kisses me.
With her lips to mine, everything feels right again and the pain doesn’t exist. Not until I feel the wetness from her tears on my face and she shudders in my grasp, pulling away to whisper, “Please forgive me.”
It takes me a moment, the haze of the whiskey dulling my thoughts as I struggle to remember tonight. How she lied, how she said it wasn’t her.
“Why did you lie?” I ask her, but she doesn’t answer. She only pleads for me to forgive her.
Her voice is wretched as she says, “You never told me that you did and after so long … please, Carter. Please forgive me.”
My head pounds with a pain that comes from drinking too much and it takes me a minute to register what she’s said. I ask her, “What do you mean ‘after so long?’”
She feels so right in my arms, and neither of us are willing to let go, but I feel so dizzy. So cold and confused. The room tilts suddenly. “Fuck,” I say, the word stretched in the air and the room tilts again, as if it’s trying to make me fall.
“It’s been so long since I’ve seen you,” Aria tells me as she touches her fingertips to my face ever so gently. She sniffles and adds, “Since I’ve gotten to talk to you.”
“I just saw you.” It’s all I can manage to say, but Aria doesn’t seem to hear me.
“I love you so much,” she says, and her bottom lip wobbles when her eyes find mine. “Please tell me you forgive me. I need it, Carter.” She pulls at my hand, holding it in both of hers and cradling my hand to her chest.
“Stop crying,” I tell her, trying to breathe but feeling the air become thinner. It’s like I’m suffocating. Something’s wrong.
I don’t want to take my hand away from her, but I need to reach for my collar. I can’t fucking breathe. It’s then, when I think about moving my hand, that I feel how cold she is against my knuckles. And how still her chest is. And how pale she is.
“Aria.” Her name is whispered, but I don’t know if I’ve said it. The chill seeps into my blood. She’s not breathing.
“Carter, no. No,” she tells me as if she knows what I’m thinking. “It was supposed to end like this. I could never be in the middle of war. I was always going to be the one to die.”
What is she saying? No! I scream but there’s no sound that escapes from my mouth. The room is silent, save her plea to me. “It’s okay. When it happens… I’m okay dying for you. I just need you to forgive me, please. Forgive me and love me, as I love you. I’ll always love you.”
The prick at the back of my neck flows down every inch of my skin. The room darkens and I still can’t breathe. I can’t think. She can’t be dead. Aria! I scream again, but it’s silent.
“We don’t have much time. Please, please, Carter. Forgive me.” Her eyes search mine as I scream and it’s then she sees my mouth moving but there’s no sound.
She yells something at me as the distance between us stretches, but her voice is gone.
Aria! I scream her name, reaching for her and holding on to her cold hands with every ounce of strength I have. Don’t leave me! I forgive you! I pray she hears me but all she does is cry as the darkness invades every sense I have.

THE GASP that fills my chest sends a pain spiking down my back and I fall off the sofa and onto the hard floor of the office. I’m sweating and my heart is beating wildly in my chest.
My elbow scrapes against the floor as I struggle to get up fast enough.
“Aria!” I scream out, even though there’s no way for her to hear me. “Aria!” It’s all I can say as I run to her, to my bedroom and throw the door open to find her small form in bed. It’s not enough. I can’t swallow, I can’t breathe, I can’t do anything until I yank the covers back and see her chest rise and fall. She moans a small protest in her sleep from the cold, but even still, I lay my hand against her chest, right where it was moments ago, but there’s warmth and the steady beat of her heart.
There’s a suffocating lump in my throat at the sight of her. Still alive and still here with me. I fall to my knees beside her before covering her with the sheets again.
She doesn’t stir from her sleep, and a glance at the nightstand reveals a bottle of painkillers she must have found in the bathroom. It makes sense, given her arm. She’s passed out after taking the last two pills I had. But she’s here, and she’s alive.
It was only a dream. But it felt so fucking real. I struggle to breathe on the floor beside her and even worse, I struggle to get the vision of her out of my head.
I won’t sleep until this is over.
I’ve never hated myself more. I don’t care if she lied. I don’t care if those words didn’t come from her. I’ve never loved anything or anyone in this life like I do her, the Aria I know, the woman who I know loves me in return. The girl I took and broke, then placed the splintered pieces back together as best I could.
I won’t let her die.
Aria Talvery, my songbird, can’t die.





CHAPTER 141
Aria

There’s so much pain when I wake up, I feel sick. Literally sick to my stomach as I roll onto the wrong side, my left side, and a screaming pain shoots down my back and then travels up the front of me.
Seething through my clenched teeth, my eyes open wide as I bolt awake in the late morning and I struggle not to vomit.
I wish I could say I was drunk when I lost my shit last night. That’s exactly what I did. I have lost all composure when it comes to this man.
It takes me a long time, longer than it should, to realize I’m alone in the bedroom. I expected to see him on the chair watching me, or in bed. I’m not sure why I expected it. I shouldn’t have. He’s never here in the morning. But we’ve never been like this before. So broken and each of us hurting the other.
We aren’t throwing stones; we’re tipping boulders over a steep cliff while the other lies helplessly in the dirt below.
I chose him. I wanted to be with him, and he’s choosing to make me feel so fucking alone. The thin top sheet gathers in my hands as fists form and I struggle to hold back the pain from everything.
Waking up alone hurts more than it ever has before. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t want to be hurting. I don’t want to be the cause of Carter’s pain either. And I think that’s all I’ll ever be. After last night, I don’t know how I could ever be anything but a painful reminder to him.
Cradling my sore shoulder, I sit up on the bed and let my legs hang off the side as I test out my arm. It hurts like a bitch, but it’s my own damn fault. The deep gouges in my wrist are worse though.
The floor’s cold under my bare feet as I make my way to the bathroom in search of more painkillers and something I can use to clean the cuts. I don’t find either, but I get ready, thinking about the bathroom located off the foyer. I bet there’s some in there.
All the while I brush my teeth, I stare at myself in the mirror. As I brush my hair, my reflection does the same, watching the woman I am. There’s not an ounce of happiness. There’s nothing but darkness.
I read in some article a while back, that pets start to look like their owners because they learn to mimic their facial expressions. It’s the same with adopted children resembling parents who aren’t biological. The more time spent with someone, the more you inherit their features.
And as I stare at myself, all I see is the darkness that is Carter. The brewing pain deep inside. It inhabits me in a way I hadn’t seen before.
The room is silent as I turn off the water and carefully set my brush on the granite counter.
None of this belongs to me. None of it is mine.
Every piece was a gift, comfort items meant to placate me. With a step back, it’s hard to swallow. With a peek up in the mirror, it’s hard to withstand the sight.
It’s never been more clear to me that I need to leave than in this moment. Carter Cross is a drug I’ll never kick. A drug that’s seeped into my veins and wrapped its way around every small piece of me.
I’m addicted to what he does to me and he’ll just continue to hurt me. He knows how much he hurts me, as do I, and yet here I am.
When I turn my back, it feels like someone else is there, someone behind me. The girl in the mirror maybe. She’s watching me and it sends pricks down my neck as I slowly leave the bathroom, too cold and disturbed to dare shut the door.
Even as I dress, slowly and with a searing burn every time I have to move my left shoulder, I stare at the bathroom as if somewhere deep inside, a part of me is waiting for a person to leave it.
I can’t shake this feeling. Not until I leave the bedroom. At least for a moment.
It feels too empty as I walk alone to the foyer bathroom. I’m hollow inside with the wretched truth so clear in my mind.
Leaving someone who hurts you shouldn’t feel like this. Like you’re losing a part of your soul. As if inside, there’s a fissure that’s expanding, and as it does, it’s damaging whatever it is that makes a person alive. Whatever makes me feel is being scarred with every step I take.
Because the closer I get to the front door, the more I want to leave and never look back.
I could never, even for a second, look behind. I can already imagine his face and the way he’d look at me if I left him.
I can feel his pain.
As I round the corner, I’m careful to contain my emotions so I don’t break down again.
With a quick intake of air, I stiffen the moment I look ahead of me, straight at the open bathroom door.
Even my heart stills, not wanting me to be heard or seen.
Addison doesn’t see me as she pulls her hair into a ponytail. She’s in her head, I know she is. I can practically see the wheels spinning as she walks down the right hall, past the bathroom.
It’s only when she’s out of sight that I even dare breathe.
I still don’t move though. My limbs don’t allow it.
How did I let my life come to this? Where I’m afraid to see the only friend I’m able to interact with because … because why? Because I’m ashamed, and scared, and miserable with who I am and the choices I’ve made, and I can’t tell her any of that… because she’s on the side of the enemy.
That fissure deep inside of me, the one destroying everything in its path, rips me wide fucking open as I walk as quietly as I can to the small half bath and close the door.
The click sounds like the loudest thing I’ve ever heard as I sit down on the toilet and cover my face with my hands.
I feel hot and immediately I have the urge again to vomit as I reach up and my shoulder sends a bolt of pain down my back. Fuck!
I bite down on the inside of my cheek so hard, I can taste the metallic tang of blood. It was worth it not to scream though. Still, I want to scream so badly. I want to get all of this out of me.
I’m stronger than this, but it feels like there’s something inside of me that’s falling apart in a way where I know it will never be whole again.
There’s a line in one of my favorite stories from Alice in Wonderland, that goes something to the effect of, there’s no use to going back to yesterday, you’re a different person than you were then.
I hate that line now. I used to love it. I could have lived by that sentiment, feeling purposeful and fulfilled. Right now? The very idea of that quote forces me to jump off the toilet seat so I can hurl what little I have inside of me into the bowl.
It’s fucking disgusting. The taste, the smell, the burning feeling. And when I’m done, while I’m washing my mouth out with the running water, I don’t feel any better at all.
Deep breaths get me through cleaning it all up. It’s when I’m searching under the sink for a new hand towel to replace the one I used to wipe my mouth that I see the box of pregnancy tests.
Addison.
“Oh my god.” The words leave me in a whisper and for the first time this morning I smile. It’s only a hint of one, but now I have a light that’s growing, if dim. She’s pregnant. I fall down on my ass and lean against the wall as I hold the box of pregnancy tests and wonder what she’s feeling and thinking. She’s going to have a baby. And what a wonderful mother she’ll be. I know she will.
The light inside of me is quick to fade though as I realize she didn’t tell me. But maybe there’s nothing to tell. The thick wrapper on the test I pull out crinkles in my hand and I think back to my last period… before all of this started.
The days have faded and with the shot Carter gave me, I never considered any other reason for not getting my period.
I’m constantly tired, irritated and emotional, and now sick. Sick to my stomach. But sick and tired would also describe anyone in my situation. Still, a heated wave of anxiousness rolls through me until I move to take the test.
Tick.
Tick.
Time passes and my thoughts run wild.
Tick.
Tick.
Time passes as the turmoil and sickness subside, leaving a dust to settle and a clear picture to form.
Tick.
Tick.
I don’t know how long I sit there holding the box.
Or how long I wonder if it’s worthless. If all of this is worthless.
I don’t need a friend. I don’t need someone to love me either.
I need to get the fuck out of here.





CHAPTER 142
Carter

I can’t get the sound of her pleading for me to forgive her out of my head. The words are etched inside of me, ricocheting around the walls of every room I enter.
Exactly how her words years ago followed me, but these pleas are haunting in a way I’ve never felt.
It was too real.
Even though I’m in my desk chair, waiting on my brothers, I can’t stop staring at where she was last night. I’m still staring at the spot when the door opens and that’s when I glance at the monitor, expecting to see Aria sleeping, but she’s already up and getting dressed.
I don’t know who’s come in, but I start talking anyway. “We need to call the doctor.” I let the air in my lungs leave me before seeing Jase and Declan walk in and each take a seat. Jase sits easily in the chair in front of the desk on the right. Declan leaves the one on the left, presumably for Sebastian or Daniel.
Sebastian got in late last night to his place, where he slept, going against what I recommended, and he’s on his way here now. I need him here. I need my friend to help me figure out what’s wrong with me.
Declan leans against the bookshelf, slipping his phone into his pocket and letting his head fall back against the wooden slat to ask me, “The doctor?”
His brow is pinched and I take a moment to really look at him. He’s aged so much in the last few years.
I can hear Daniel’s heavy steps sounding down the hall as I nod at Declan, feeling my throat getting tighter even though I attempt to relax and lean back into my chair. “Aria hurt her shoulder last night.”
The pain in my chest radiates. “Last night was difficult.” I can’t look my brothers in the eyes, and Daniel walks in just then. The door closes quietly as I peek back to the sofa I slept on last night and then to Daniel, who asks for the time.
“We have six minutes,” Jase answers him and quickly gets back to me and my lost thoughts. “What’d she do?” he asks me.
Shame is bitter. It tastes so fucking bitter.
“Is she all right?” Declan asks, and Daniel is quick to ask what’s wrong as he takes the left seat across from my desk.
“Aria hurt her shoulder last night is all. She’s fine,” I say. It’s a lie and with how silent the room is, my brothers know it too. I can’t tell them what happened though. I can barely stand to look at myself, knowing what happened last night.
“Five minutes.” Jase breaks the silence, lifting his arm to check his watch. The light glints off the shiny metal and I welcome the distraction. I wish I hadn’t brought it up at all, but I’m not used to hiding anything from my brothers.
“When we’re done, I’ll handle that, but this call will hopefully give us something.”
“Just so you know, we gave the last case of guns to Romano and pulled everyone.”
“So they have everything they wanted?” Daniel clarifies with Jase at the news, and Jase nods.
We’ve been involved enough, and Talvery doesn’t have the men to threaten us anymore.
“Good,” Declan remarks, “Let the two of them kill each other.”
My grip tightens on the smooth leather of the armrest as I stare at Jase and tell him, “All I want is to keep them all away from here.” He nods easily at first, in complete agreement but when he looks back at me, his expression becomes more serious. “No one gets close,” I say, and my voice hardens, thinking about keeping Aria safe. I won’t let her die.
“Of course,” Jase tells me, his gaze searching my face for what’s changed since I last spoke to him yesterday about pulling everyone. I know I’m still shaken and out of everyone, I know Jase can tell something’s off.
I’m saved from his inquisition as the door opens, and Sebastian comes in. His hair is longer, his scruff now a short and neatly trimmed beard. His eyes have aged, but the man I once knew like a brother, walks into the office and I can feel the tension start to leave my body almost immediately.
“Sorry I’m late.”
“Welcome home,” I tell him, meeting his gaze, but my own words are drowned out by those of my brothers. When we were younger, Sebastian was all we had to guide us.
My body’s stiff as I make my way around to greet him. Seeing him is bittersweet. Time has passed, and both of us have changed. But in this cruel world we live in where you have to fight to survive, there’s nothing like a friend who’s been there every time you’ve needed them.
In Sebastian’s case, every time but one, but there’s no time to dwell on the past. Again my gaze shifts to the empty sofa as I head back toward my seat.
I’m still so fucking cold, and for a moment I feel like I can’t breathe again.
“It’s good to see you guys again,” Sebastian says and then takes us in one by one.
“I wish things were different,” I tell him and no words could speak more truth.
“It’s only a little bloodshed,” Sebastian offers, smirking and leaning back against the wall.
“You all right?” he asks me, and he doesn’t hide the concern in his question. He never has, and with those words I’m taken back to when I was only a child and all the times he asked me the exact same thing.
“I’m ready for this to be over,” I answer him and we share a knowing look.
“I guess it’s good that I came then.” His answer is firm, but comes out in a way that makes me feel slightly relieved.
I give him as much of a genuine smile as I can as he walks over the spot Aria was in last night and then back to the door. It was only a dream. I have to remind myself.
Sebastian asks Declan as he leans against the closed door, “Are you all set?” My brother gives him a nod, and an arrogant smirk in return.
Declan stalks from the bookshelf and walks closer to the desk, his eyes on the telephone seated in the left corner as he says, “Tracers are on and these are new. Even if he’s bouncing his signal off multiple towers, or the call cuts off in seconds, I can find him.”
My back is stiff with tension… but also the creeping feeling of danger. We’re going to hunt down the grim reaper, one of the names Marcus goes by.
“Are you sure?” He nods at Daniel’s question and then all of us stare at the phone, preparing to get answers we’ve waited far too long for as it rings, as if daring Declan to be right.
Ring.
I can feel the desk vibrate and the small shaking movements of the phone as I reach for it.
Lifting the handset up and putting it on speaker, I let Marcus know we’re all here.
“The Cross brothers,” he speaks. Marcus, the grim reaper, the ghost… whatever name he goes by, he’s finally gracing us with a call. My teeth clench when I hear his voice, and my blood goes cold.
His voice has always reminded me of a snake. Not a snake you can easily kill by cutting off its head, but the kind of snake that myths make immortal.
It’s the way his words linger in the air and settle into your bones.
“It’s been a while,” Marcus comments and Daniel’s quick to reply, “Not because of our doing.”
My left hand raises silently in the air, quieting Daniel although I can see the anger rising inside of him as he’s barely grounded in the chair. He knows Marcus has answers, and he’s refusing to give them to us.
“I believe our desired outcomes may no longer be aligned, Marcus.” My heartbeat quickens, but I keep my voice even and remain calm and in control. “Is that why you’ve been quietly avoiding us?” I question him.
Silence. For one beat, and then another.
I can feel my brothers watching me, their eyes boring into me, but I stare at the phone, willing Marcus to answer.
And finally, I’m given a response. “Not necessarily,” he answers me and then adds, “You made a change that I didn’t necessarily agree with, Cross.”
“You’ll have to be more clear on which of us you’re referring to,” I tell him as I rest my elbow on the table and my chin on my fist. My thumb runs along my stubble as I glance at Declan, who’s watching the tablet in his hand with an unyielding stare.
“I suppose you’re right…” Marcus says and then pauses before adding, “Two of you have in fact, gone off course.”
Daniel’s eyes meet mine at the same time I look at him.
“What exactly changed that you decided we were no longer allies?” I ask Marcus, feeling hotter and growing irritated. Marcus is an unparalleled force, but he aggravates the fuck out of me with how cautious he is. When I can use him to my advantage, which I have in the past, I think highly of the man. I’ve both feared and admired him.
But to be on the other side of his temper is … enraging.
“I needed to make a deal with Nicholas Talvery.” Marcus surprises me with a straight answer.
I surmise, “And my interfering was…”
“Unappreciated.” Marcus finishes my sentence and I merely nod, my mouth set in a grim, straight line.
“What happened with Addison?” Daniel asks, and Marcus ignores him.
“I want Aria Talvery.” Marcus’s demand gets a reaction from me that he can’t see. My brow raises and a smile wavers against my lips.
“No.” I’m surprisingly calm as I answer, “That’s not going to happen.”
The ever-present ticking of the clock passes in the silence until Marcus responds, “I didn’t anticipate your response to be so…. shortsighted.”
“Daniel asked you a question,” I remind Marcus and watch my brother. “Why was she involved?” I’m not positive that Marcus is behind what happened, but I know that he knows the answer.
“Why did you try to take her?” Daniel’s question comes with a raised voice behind clenched teeth and barely contained anger. His inability to keep calm is understandable, but ineffective.
“I didn’t. You already know who did.”
I barely contain my irritation, watching Daniel come unhinged as Marcus continues to skirt around the one thing he needs to know.
“If we knew, we wouldn’t be asking you,” I tell Marcus pointedly.
“Who tried to take Addison?” Daniel speaks up with the only question he wants answered. I have so many I could drown in them, but he only has one.
I expect a single name. Or the denial of information entirely. Instead, Marcus continues to evade the answer, but he also surprises me.
I don’t like to be surprised, because it means I’m lacking in information, which means I’m lacking in control.
“The same man who hurt you years ago and started all this.” Years ago? His words repeat in my head. In the decade since we’ve taken power, no one has dared to hurt us until recently.
Marcus continues and this time, he places a small clue in his response. “She wouldn’t be yours if it hadn’t happened.”
“If what hadn’t happened?” Jase asks, speaking for the first time. And now I’m left wondering if Marcus is referring to Addison or Aria.
“The first hit your family took,” Marcus says, giving more information to solve a riddle rather than providing an answer that would be so easy to give.
“You talk in circles and riddles,” Daniel sneers and then slams his fist down before raising his voice to tell him, “I just want a name.”
“And I just want Aria,” Marcus answers, ever calm in a way that makes my blood turn to ice.
My brother looks at me, desperate for information, but before I can respond, Daniel narrows his eyes at the phone and tells Marcus, “If all you’re after is Aria, this conversation is useless. We will never give her to you.”
The line clicks dead and the moment it does, I stare at Daniel, who won’t take his gaze from the silent phone. With his jaw clenched and every emotion written on his face, I feel nothing but sorrow for him. Maybe shame as well. I’m ashamed I brought my brothers into this, and I don’t have a way to fix it.
“Years ago?” Sebastian repeats Marcus’s words and opens the door as Declan moves to leave, looking pissed off.
“Did it-”
Before Sebastian can even finish his question, Declan’s fist slams against the doorframe, splintering it with his rage.
He doesn’t speak; he doesn’t even slow his pace. Declan’s the first to leave and Daniel follows.
“Can I have a minute with Sebastian?” I ask Jase, letting go of my thoughts of figuring out what Marcus was hinting at. With a nod, Jase is gone, leaving only Sebastian and myself.
“Don’t let anyone close to this place and only trust us,” I tell Sebastian, not wasting a second as he stalks to where Jase was just sitting. With both hands wrapped around the back of the chair, he looks at me closely.
“Are you all right?” he asks me again and the sad smirk comes faster this time.
“No.”
“What has to happen?” he asks, and I’m grateful for that question rather than the obvious, why?
“She needs to be kept safe. Aria Talvery.”
“Because he wants her?” he guesses and I keep my expression still and unwavering, but after a short moment, I shake my head. “It has nothing to do with Marcus. She simply needs to be kept safe.”
His eyes search mine, and I hate his hesitation.
“You know what she means to me,” I speak with desperation and hate that I have to say it at all. It was his idea to give Stephan to Aria. Between my brothers and Sebastian, they know all my secrets. Loving Aria isn’t a secret anymore, and Sebastian knows it.
“I don’t care what happens, as long as you keep her safe. She can’t be hurt. In any way.”
“So you want me to … be her guard?” he offers and I hadn’t thought of it like that, but I nod, knowing I need someone to watch over Aria.
Sebastian nods and tells me we’ll talk more in detail soon before turning and leaving. And that’s the end of this very short meeting.
After he leaves, I wish he hadn’t. I’m alone in the room with the memories of last night, and riddles I don’t know how to begin to solve. The world feels like it’s closing in on me, and years of sin are mere seconds from destroying what’s left of me.
“I had a thought,” Jase speaks and I open my eyes, realizing that I didn’t even hear him come back in.
“I need to check on Aria,” I tell him, not wanting to deal with more shit. She has to meet Sebastian, and a strange sensation curdles the bit of bile in the pit of my stomach at the thought of what she’ll tell him about me.
“Just listen for a minute.”
“One minute,” I say. I focus on the phone, on the conversation that keeps repeating itself in the back of my mind as Jase tells me we should meet with Nikolai and let Aria see it all. Let her watch as Nikolai shows himself to be the man he is in front of her.
“What if she saw him the way we do?” he suggests and stares at me expectantly.
“I can’t even begin to understand why you would think that’s a good idea.”
“Let Aria see. Let her see you give him the chance to walk away, and show her the side of him she doesn’t know about.”
“Why-” I almost question my brother’s sanity until I realize he thinks I’m fucked up today because of Nikolai. He has no idea what weight I’m carrying today, but his first guess is that it has to do with Aria and Nikolai.
“You think that she’d be all right with him dying then? You’re wrong.” I don’t give him a moment to respond.
“I don’t give a fuck about Nikolai, and I’ve resigned myself to the fact that Aria is going to hate me for what I’m about to do. What she knows and doesn’t know is irrelevant.”
Defeat crosses Jase’s expression when I tell him a truth I wish didn’t exist.
“She loved him first, I know that. And she loves me now.” I swallow thickly and then tell him, “A part of her will always love him, but a part will always love me too.”
“I’m struggling here,” Jase says and runs a hand through his hair. “Something’s wrong.”
How could he not see? How could anyone not understand?
“I don’t know how this is supposed to end any other way but with us apart.”
There’s no way for this to end other than for her to hate me, or for me to die.
“She understands-”
“And I understand she’ll hate me when it’s over,” I cut him off with my rushed words. “What everyone needs to understand is that even if…” I have to pause and take a deep breath, staring past my brother at the closed door as I continue, “Even if she leaves… Even if she decides she can’t live with…” I’ve thought of this ending so many times, but I’ve never fully accepted it until this moment.
“Even if she doesn’t want me anymore when this is all over, I want her protected. I want her safe. Even if she can’t live with being my wife, my lover, my … everything. Even still, I need everyone to know that she’s protected and that she’ll always be mine.”





CHAPTER 143
Aria

C arter never changed the lock.
It’s funny how regret sweeps through me as I open the front door. My hand is heavy with it and as I look over my shoulder, back down the hall, so are my legs. When I put my hand to the scanner, I didn’t expect for it to work. I didn’t think it would be so effortless.
Saying goodbye is never easy. Especially the kind of goodbye that’s final. The kind that hurts to say out loud, but it hurts even more when buried deep down inside.
I only stand in the doorway for a moment before I feel the breeze in the early evening air. I’m surprised no one’s running down the hall when I close the door behind me.
Even more surprised when I wrap my arms around myself, careful with my left shoulder, although it’s feeling better now with the pain pills I found in the half bath’s medicine cabinet.
The wind brushes my hair from my shoulder, exposing my skin to the cold. Goosebumps flow over my skin as I take each step down, each step farther away from Carter.
Part of me wonders if he’s watching. Another part knows that he is.
He won’t let me get far. I already know that, but I need to know how far he’ll allow before someone will come and scoop me up to take me back to him.
Whether it happens today, or tomorrow, or a week from now, I’ll never stop trying to leave. I repeat those words in my head as I take another step.
I don’t think of the reasons. There are too many at this point, and only the outcome matters.
I can’t stay here any longer. This isn’t the life I want. It’s never been more clear than it is now.
My pace doesn’t slow until I get to a metal gate at the end of the drive. I hadn’t seen it before through all the trees, and I guess it was open last time the cars drove through.
I can’t imagine they keep anything out but vehicles, because the gaps in the intricate metal are plenty wide enough for a person to pass through.
And I do.
My fingers grip the cold iron and I duck my head as I turn to slip through the bars.
Peering back at the house, I know he’s watching and when I turn back to the remaining driveway that carries on for at least a quarter mile and then weaves through a thick forest, I know he’s going to stop me soon. The cameras at the top of the gate swivel, following me.
My heart flickers weakly. The stupid thing doesn’t understand. It’s still filled with hope.
There’s no hope though. There never was.
  





CHAPTER 144
Carter

M aybe if she’s not with me, she won’t die for me.
The thought comes and goes quickly, but as I watched her walk down the porch steps, it was there for a moment.
That I could let her go to save her.
She can’t die for me, if I’m not with her.
The thought is only a small blip in my consciousness, but it keeps coming back. Even as Sebastian runs into the room to tell me she’s out front. I don’t have time to question fate and what I’ve done. I can’t leave her unprotected. That’s not an option. I won’t allow it.
“I know.” The words come out even but low, with a threatening menace I can’t hide.
“We’ve got an eye on her.” He’s catching his breath, his chest rising and falling with heavy pants, but his demeanor is calm. His words though, are prying. “Does she normally walk out past the gate?” He’s careful not to ask outright if she’s trying to escape, which is something I’m not used to from him. I can see the change in the way he looks at me. Time’s changed many things since the last time we’ve done something like this together.
It takes a moment, another moment before I can even breathe at the realization. A decade has passed, and I hate what I’ve become.
I didn’t want to be this man. I didn’t ask for this life.
As much as I wish I could, I can’t go back. My gaze centers on Sebastian, holding the authority I’ve fucking earned. “Lock her up.” Every syllable comes out hard, and each word is accompanied with a slamming in my chest.
She can’t die then. She’s safe here.
“Everything is barricaded, guarded and armed. No one is getting close and no one is going to hurt her.” The words echo in the room and Sebastian is silent. He already knows I’m merely reassuring myself.
“Just snatch her up?” Sebastian asks easily, as if there’s nothing at all wrong with what I’m doing. I nod, feeling a knot wind tighter in my stomach, twisting unforgivingly at the fact that she’s trying to leave me. Willing to leave me.
“I know she’s angry.” I try to justify the fact that she’s leaving, but I swallow my words. “I’ll make it right with her,” I say as I turn away from Sebastian and move to the window to see how much farther she’s gone. “Don’t let her get much farther than the gate.”
“You think she’ll go all the way down the drive?” Jase questions from behind me. There are men lining the estate, past the drive although it’s still not safe. I don’t bother to turn to him as the sun sets beyond the trees, where it’s least protected. The light blue in the sky instantly darkens as the auburn leaves weave patterns with the remaining light.
“Just get her.” The knot climbs up my stomach and twists and turns inside of me. It’s a pain I haven’t felt before.
Last night plays out as I look at myself in the reflection of the window. I love her. I love her completely and without hesitation. But the man I am is one who destroys.
The fact that some part of her loves me, only means she’s setting herself up to be ruined. Every piece of her broken… by me.
As I swallow down the thought, my hands move to my pockets and I vow to fix this between us. I don’t have another option. I won’t let her go.
“You all right?” Jase’s voice brings me back to the present and as I turn to him, I look back to the sofa. Empty. Just as the floor is in front of my desk. The visions of last night pass like another blip.
Sebastian’s gone, and Jase has taken his place. Time is moving like the flickering images of an old movie reel with some of the frames missing. I don’t know how long Sebastian’s been gone or when Jase came into my office.
“No,” I answer my brother honestly and my next words come out ragged. “I’ve never been like this. I’ve never,” I pause to pull my hands from my pockets and run them over my face. Staring at the drawer to my desk, I remember taking the sleep aid last night. It’s only a drug and it’s never affected me like this. It has to be the drug. The sweets. The last time I took it was years ago.
“She’s just angry,” Jase says then looks over his shoulder before shutting the office door and coming to take his seat opposite me.
“I don’t want to sit,” I tell him with agitation before he can sink into the chair.
I watch his knuckles tighten as he grips the back of the seat. “I want this over. We need to end it.” My words come out harder and faster as the desperation to move past this with Aria takes over.
“We’re letting Romano-”
“Fuck Romano!” I slam the back of my clenched hand against my chair, needing to feel something other than this pain that’s creeping inside of me. Needing to do something other than wait.
“We can’t do both, Carter.” Jase’s voice is calm, but full of reason. He doesn’t move from where he is, but his eyes watch me with increased interest. “We can’t guard the estate and also attack Talvery’s.” He finally moves, backing away from the chair although his hands still grip it. “You can’t have it both ways.”
Time marches on as I consider my brother. The one thing he’s always had is an opinion. Constant fucking ideas. Constant pushing. Yet as I lean forward, breathing in to steady myself, he’s quiet. He’s not pushing either way.
“What would you do?” I ask him, not looking at him, but instead staring at the closed door behind him.
“I can’t answer that,” he tells me and I fucking hate him for leaving me with nothing. The back of my jaw clenches as I peer down at the screen. She’s at the gate.
She’s leaving me.
It was never supposed to be me.
Her words from last night, words that wrecked me and caused all of this shit. Those words come back and as I watch her, I believe her.
“She told me,” I swallow before finishing my thought, questioning telling Jase any of this but deciding I need to tell someone, “She told me it wasn’t her all those years ago.”
It takes Jase a moment before his expression registers what I’m talking about. He knows about that night. As well as Declan and Daniel, Sebastian too. That night changed everything. For her to deny being a part of it… I can’t fucking stand it.
“Who else could it have been?”
“No one.” My answer is immediate and unforgiving, joined with a similar pain in my throat as it tightens. My eyes close as I think to myself, how would I know? How could I possibly know if another woman was there?
“Carter,” Jase’s voice cuts off the memory of that night. “What happened to her shoulder?”
“I cuffed her to the bed. Well, she did, because I told her to.” Jase doesn’t waver as I lick my lower lip, hiding the shame. “I told her she could stay there until it was over.” My eyes lift and I find his as I explain, “And then she ripped her arm away until it dislocated and I uncuffed her, but she…” I can’t even finish.
“She did it to herself?”
“Physically... yes.” It feels like a lie on my tongue. I’m the reason it happened. It’s my fault.
Jase’s nod of understanding is short and then he peers past me to the window. “Well, that explains why she ran.”
“She’ll always run,” I tell him as the knowing defeat gets the better of me.
“Stop lying to yourself.” Jase’s calm voice catches me off guard. “You love her. I know it. And she loves you. Don’t let anything come between you.”
Love isn’t always enough, I think, but I don’t say it out loud. Instead my gaze turns to the floor in front of my desk, last night still reeling in my mind. The image of her lying there comes and goes with the blinking of my eyes. “You need to help me keep her safe.” I don’t know how I even speak. My body is stiff and my limbs are frozen.
“You’re scaring me with the way you’ve been today.” Again Jase’s feet and posture shift, but his grip remains stiff, keeping him where he is.
I look back to the sofa while I tell him the one thing that’s responsible for how I’ve been today, “I don’t want her to die.”
“It’s not going to happen.” Jase’s answer is nothing but confident. I wish last night hadn’t stolen that same certainty from me. I almost tell him about the nightmare. About how real it was, and how it’s fucking with me.
“Whatever’s gotten into your head,” he starts to say, the concern etched in Jase’s words making me look back to him as he finishes his thought, “get it out.”
“I just didn’t sleep well.” I give him a half truth.
“Well tell Aria you love her, fuck her until she forgets why she’s angry and sleep. Both of you need to sleep.”
“Is that all I need to do?” I question him to lighten the tension, but it does just the opposite.
“You can start with showing her more respect than you have in the past. More love. Tell her you love her.”
“She’s not leaving because I don’t say it back to her.” I scoff at his suggestion.
“I think that’s exactly why she’s leaving. That, and the fact that you told her what to do.” His words register one by one. “I think she would let you destroy everything in her world but you, so long as you showed her how much you loved her and told her often.”
I don’t know when my brother became the voice of reason, but everything he’s saying sinks in deep and slow, numbing the anger, the need to fight. Numbing the guilt and the worries. It all seems to fade at the very thought that I can keep her. That it’s possible.
“If she felt the love you have for her, she wouldn’t leave. No one would give that up.” His dark eyes shine with a memory of something else. Something I know has nothing to do with me, but his next words are exactly what I need to hear at this moment. “She doesn’t feel loved, and I know you can make her feel it.”
How can she not feel everything I feel for her? How can she not feel this?
Just as the question consumes me, the phone rings and it’s the same number as before.
Marcus.





CHAPTER 145
Aria

M aybe a quarter mile.
The driveway to the estate is miles long. Miles. The cast iron streetlights that line it cast a pale yellow glow down the paved road that winds through the woods, and I got maybe a quarter mile from the gate before I heard the gravel kick up as tires moved behind me. Gazing to place where the woods begin, I think maybe they’re another quarter mile away.
The car heading toward me isn’t driving fast and I merely walk to the side of the road and stand there crossing my arms when I hear it approach. I imagine I look like a petulant child, but it’s only because I’m cold. The evening air in the shade is bitter and unforgiving.
My shoulder is numb, and so is all the pain. I’m ready for it to end. However it comes, I’m prepared for what’s next.
The thought makes my throat tighten and that’s when the window rolls down. It’s Sebastian, not Carter. It takes me a moment to even recognize that it’s him. Addison told me about him when we were at his safe house. She showed me a few pictures of Carter and his brothers with Sebastian in them. I know it’s him, but that doesn’t dampen the disappointment that Carter didn’t come himself.
“Carter sent you?” I ask beneath my breath. Hating that I even expected Carter to bother with acquiring me. Of course he wouldn’t. With the car idling, I wait for the man to speak.
He’s obviously older, but his features are classically handsome. He’s the type of man who could get away with whatever he wanted; he could charm you into anything. Even if there is an air of danger that surrounds him.
“Will you do me a favor and get in easy?” he asks me and a handsome smirk shows off his perfect teeth. “I’ll do you a favor in return,” he offers.
Kicking at the driveway, I let my gaze fall and then feel the chill in the breeze before I ask him, “What’s that?”
“I’ll drive; we can drive a bit until you calm down?” he offers. “You can tell me why you’re upset.”
Although he’s seemingly kind, I loathe what he just said. “Upset?” I swallow thickly after speaking and Sebastian puts both of his hands up in defense.
“I don’t want to make anything worse or step on anyone’s toes, Aria.” His voice pleads with me as he adds, “Just help me make this better if I can.”
The sky darkens as I wait a moment. Watching this man and finding myself envious of him. He knew Carter. The boy before he turned into what he is now. Curiosity overwhelms any anger with that thought.
My legs move on their own and I find myself climbing into the car. The door shuts with a dull thud, silencing the faint sounds of the forest.
“I’m Aria,” I offer him even though he already knows. “I’m sorry we had to meet this way.” My manners seem to come back to me as he lets off the brakes and we move forward.
The locks in the car are automatic and they slam down, sounding far louder than they should and reminding me what all of this is for me, a prison.
“I’ve met people under worse circumstances,” he tells me. He keeps his word, driving slowly on the long path. So slow I could walk faster than this, but I’m simply grateful to be heading away from Carter’s castle of heartlessness.
“I don’t want to go back,” I say absently. I don’t expect it to make any bit of difference. As the confession leaves me, I stare at the lock on the door, so easily lifted if only I were to reach out.
“You know I have to give you back to him, right?”
My pulse races and then seems to frost over as I remember Daniel offering me an out only days ago. I could have run, I could have accepted Daniel’s offer, although who knows if he truly meant it or not.
“I’ve never seen him like this.” Sebastian starts to say something else, but then he shakes his head and waves off the thought. “I don’t want to get in between you two,” he tells me.
“Everyone else is,” I answer flatly and then really look at him until his eyes dart to mine. “Everyone has always been between us.” That’s the sad truth. If it were only us, there’s no question I’d be by his side.
Parts of Sebastian remind me of Eli, or maybe I simply long for someone to confide in, someone who understands and respects the situation the way Eli did. The thought brings a swell of emotion up my chest and I stare out of the window, at the dark green leaves strewn in between the dried-up amber ones.
“Hey.” Sebastian’s voice brings my focus back to him.
“Have you talked to him today?” The concern on his face seems out of place as he waits for me to answer.
“I just got up, and…” I trail off to swallow the sickness rising up my throat, remembering what happened when I made it to the bathroom. “I haven’t.” There’s nothing left to say. That’s the truth of the situation, but I don’t bother to voice it.
The silence in the car is awkward. Sebastian asks questions I don’t want to answer.
“What’s wrong?”
I don’t bother to even give him a response to that one.
“Do you like the quiet too?” he asks me after a moment passes with neither of us talking.
“You like the quiet?” I ask him to clarify and he shakes his head no.
“Carter always did.”
Again I turn to the window. It’s not shocking that the brooding man prefers silence. And the way that little fact tugs at me makes me wish I hadn’t climbed into the car.
“Although some days he’d turn up the radio just to numb it all out.” He clears his throat and turns the car around. As he’s making the three-point turn to head back to the estate he tells me, “When he’d stay with me, back when his mom was sick, he always wanted it to be quiet. He used to say the quiet was his safe place, but then again, he grew up with four brothers and the only time it was quiet was when he wasn’t home… so…” He shrugs.
“What was he like back then?”
Sebastian regards me for a second and slows down as we near the estate.
“Stubborn, ambitious,” he answers me and then says, “loyal to a fault.”
He stops in front of the gate and I ask him to go around just one more time. My hands feel clammy as my gaze flicks to the lock and then back to him. I don’t think he saw though.
“So he’s always been like this?” It comes out as more of a statement than a question, but Sebastian refutes it.
“Carter wasn’t ever like this. He wasn’t brutal, he was fair. He didn’t…” Sebastian stops his thoughts again and this time a darker set of emotions plays on his face. “I should have never left,” he confides in me and I give him a weak smile.
“If I could go back,” he starts to say, but I cut him off, stating, “You can never go back.”
The moment ends with silence as the car continues to move farther away. Closer and closer to the point in the road where I’ve chosen. The place where he turned around last time. Where he slowed down the most, and the farthest down the drive that he’ll go.
“Why did you leave?” I ask Sebastian, more to distract him than anything else.
Sebastian doesn’t even spare me a look as I reach for the lock. He’s too busy pinching the bridge of his nose to keep whatever emotions are haunting him at bay.
Click. I shouldn’t have turned to look at him, wasting the split second but also feeling guilty from the look of surprise and hurt on his face when he sees me rip the handle back and push the door outward.
He hears the lock click up though and his fingers wrap around my wrist, my left one with the deep gouges from the cuff last night. Fuck! The pain travels quickly and in a single electric motion. I hiss from the sudden jolt of pain as I rip my arm from his grasp, nearly falling out of the car until I have both feet on the ground and run as fast as I can. I don’t stop. Not for a moment. Not when he cusses and puts the car in park. Not when I nearly trip moving from asphalt to dirt as I enter the woods. Every breath hurts my lungs as I heave in air.
A few men’s voices are carried into the woods. I know there are more men who guard the estate, but I don’t know where they are. Somewhere they saw, which means they’re close.
My legs are far too weak, and I can hear Sebastian’s car door open and then his hard steps on the pavement as I whip past branches. More men shout and the tree limbs lash out at me as if to punish me, and I take it. I take every bite of the thin boughs and when I get to a sudden edge, I fling myself over, eager to get away. To fall hard, and that’s exactly what I do. Landing on my back, I hit the cold dirt and roll.
My palm braces against something at the same time my legs bash into the rough trunk of a tree. The bark tears at my legs and I bite down to keep from screaming in agony. It hurts to stand up, but I do. Feeling lightheaded and weak, I stumble at first but keep moving. The voices sound farther away now. I hope they are.
I don’t know which way is which, but I run as fast and hard as I can. I can’t outrun Sebastian; he’s far too big, and I’ve never been a runner. But I’ll hear him when he comes, and I can at least hide.
“Fuck!” Sebastian’s voice reverberates in the forest and it sends birds flying out of the treetops. Their sudden movement makes my heart lurch, and I’m staring up at them as I run into something hard.
Something with hands.
Something that grabs me.
The scream in my throat is held back by a large hand over my mouth.
My heart thumps and my anxiety spikes wildly until he shushes me, holding my small body close to his and hiding behind a thick tree.
“Shh, be calm, Ria.” Nikolai’s voice is the most comforting thing I could have asked for in this moment. Tiny cuts on my arms and face sting as I cling to Nikolai. Tears burn in the back of my eyes.
“I’ve got you now.”





CHAPTER 146
Carter

“I thought there was nothing to talk about?” I answer the phone with Jase across from me. He’s slow to take his seat in the chair but quiet as he does it. There’s not a sound in the room other than my own heart beating until Marcus answers.
“I forgot I wanted to mention something,” he tells me over the phone. “Are your brothers with you?” he asks me and then adds, “They may be interested to hear this as well.”
“I’ve just messaged them,” Jase answers and sets his phone down on the table. It vibrates with a response and then another.
“I’m glad you’re here, Jase,” Marcus says and I can hear the smile that must be plastered on his face. His voice carries through the space and over to the door as it opens, bringing Daniel into the office. He’s still catching his breath and slowing his pace after taking quick steps into the room.
“And which one is that?” Marcus asks as Declan comes in next, his tablet in hand. “Is it the one attempting to track me?” Marcus asks and instinctively I move my gaze to Declan. He merely stares at the phone on my desk, not answering.
“Of course we’re trying to track you,” I answer Marcus, slowly taking my seat and ignoring my own phone going off. “It’s only fair, and you know it.” He gives a low chuckle, but says nothing.
“What is it you want to tell us?” I ask him and glance at the monitor to see Sebastian’s car parked in the street. I know he was talking to her. The nagging voice in my head is only concerned with Aria, but she’s not even back yet. This call is going to be quick. First I’ll handle this, and then I’ll deal with Aria.
Soon. Soon I’ll have her back, and I’ll take Jase’s advice.
“I have more information regarding the first time the lines were drawn in the sand,” Marcus says. “Lines you failed to see.”
“No more riddles.” I cut Marcus off and grit my teeth before telling him, “I’m tired of games. Tell us who tried to take Addison and Aria.” I harden my voice as I add, “I want names.”
It’s quiet for a second and then another, but Marcus eventually speaks.
“Jase, do you remember the articles I sent you?” Marcus asks and Jase’s gaze narrows as he stares at the phone, not with anger, but with recollection. And we all look to him.
“About Tyler?” Jase asks and instantly my blood turns to ice. “The articles about the woman who hit him?” Jase clarifies and my mind races.
Lines drawn in the sand.
The first hit our family took.
“Tyler’s death was an accident,” Daniel speaks up and then visibly swallows, walking closer to the edge of the desk and daring the voice on the phone to deny that truth.
It was five years ago. Almost six now.
Tyler’s death was before all this. Years ago. After I went against Talvery, once I started making a name for myself, yes. But I was no one. It’s only in the last few years that my name has become synonymous with fear. Jase and I had barely gained ground, let alone anything worth the attention of hurting Tyler.
“His death was an accident,” I say steadily, repeating Daniel’s words.
Still, the coldness doesn’t leave me. Slowly the memories come back of my youngest brother. He was the only good soul of the five of us. If ever a death was cruel, cutting his life short was just that.
“What were the articles?” I ask Jase, but Marcus answers instead.
“About her addictions…” Marcus’s voice drawls until he says, “About her sudden death while waiting for her sentencing.”
Daniel’s face is pale and his eyes are glazed over. He saw it happen. He was there when Tyler was struck by her vehicle.
“What are you getting at?” I question Marcus, keeping my voice even and not letting the emotion get to me.
“She died in her sleep,” Jase speaks over me and Marcus responds without hesitation, to say, “She was murdered.”
“A name, Marcus,” I remind him. “You wanted to tell us something, so tell us all of it. A woman being murdered in jail means nothing.”
“No, but the name of the contract hit she was given, does. A hit I denied. The name was Jase Cross.” Overwhelming nausea rises inside of me as Marcus weaves a tale and paints the picture of my past differently than I’ve ever seen it. “A small-town thug from Crescent Hills. A boy who was getting in the way and needed to be taken care of before he and his brothers gained too much ground. But she knew too much and had to die once she did her bidding.”
“What?” Jase’s voice carries disbelief as a growing numbness covers my skin with goosebumps.
“A hit?” Declan questions. Incredulity is written on his face.
I can’t move. There’s so much tension in every part of my body.
“Tony Romano came to me first.” Hearing Romano’s name sparks the need for vengeance, but I won’t act quickly. I’ll listen first, and assess. But imagining my youngest brother, only sixteen years old and dead in the street, proves that task to be futile. “He said either of the two would do, but settled on Jase.” Marcus continues to tell his story while I wonder if it’s possible. If it’s true.
If Tyler was murdered all those years ago. If he took the place of Jase.
“The article I sent to Jase in particular was the biggest clue of all. His picture was there. What was he wearing, Jase?” Marcus leads Jase with the question, and it’s only then that Jase’s face crumples with torment. “Your hoodie.” Marcus answers his own question, and I can hear Jase swallow.
“It was meant to be Jase, and she saw a boy who looked like him, on a rainy night in the same sweatshirt she was looking for. She wasn’t a drunk driver, she was an alcoholic and drug addict hired by Romano because I refused.”
“That’s why you were there?” Daniel speaks up, his voice loud enough for Marcus to hear over the speaker. “You knew it was going to happen?”
“I thought it was going to be you. I wanted to save you. I had other plans for you.” My throat’s tight as I listen to Marcus, finding it harder and harder to disagree with his version of what happened. No matter how much I want to deny these revelations coming to light, years later.
“He wanted to end you, but instead he delivered a death that fueled both of you to conquer without remorse.”
“Romano?” Declan questions, and we share a knowing look.
“Romano,” Marcus confirms.
He’s dead. He’s fucking dead.
“Why now?” Daniel asks, not hiding the emotion in his voice. “You were there. You knew all this time and you didn’t tell me back then, you didn’t warn me… but now?”
“Why tell us this now?” Declan repeats Daniel’s question.
“For one, you asked who tried to take Addison and Aria. I’m giving you an answer. But the other reason, the much bigger reason, is because I knew Carter would listen. I knew I’d have his attention.” Marcus’s voice lacks the same depth it had during his tale. Like he’s snapped back to the present and he’s no longer interested.
“You would’ve had my attention whenever you wanted it, Marcus,” I tell him honestly.
“Yes,” he answers, “but I didn’t want it back then. I wanted it now.” And with that, the line goes dead.
None of my brothers speak after the click fills the room.
He didn’t want it back then?
Another riddle. I let the words sink in, but they hardly mean anything. Marcus has never lied. Romano had my brother killed. Romano has taken his last free breath.
“He’s a dead man,” I speak out loud although none of my brothers react.
Jase hasn’t moved. He’s as still as he can be, and Declan keeps looking between him and Daniel.
“It wasn’t your fault,” Daniel offers Jase, but Jase only shakes his head.
Mourning the loss of a loved one is the worst feeling in the world. There’s no drug that can take that pain away, because there’s no drug that can bring them back. They’re simply gone forever.
But to learn the truth of a tragedy, to learn that there was more to the story, more than what you were told before and to still have no control, it adds salt to the wound.
And for Jase… he’s in fucking agony, knowing it was supposed to be him.
The vibrations from my phone are a muted distraction. I don’t even know how long it’s been going off – Jase’s is going off too - and I’m eager to pick it up, only to realize what Marcus meant.
He didn’t want my attention back then. He wanted it now, because he didn’t want my attention elsewhere.
Anger ignites inside me like never before as I read the message out loud. “Aria’s gone.”

I’LL KILL THEM ALL.





CHAPTER 147
Aria

M y heart won’t stop racing. It’s all moving so fast. One decision could change the course of everything. I didn’t know when I walked through that gate that it would happen like this, moving easily from one side to the other. I was foolish to think I could just run away from this life. The thought echoes in the chambers of my mind as my left foot crunches the twigs on the ground and my right side leans heavier into Nikolai. He’s walking so fast, pulling me in closer to him. It’s all moving too fast.
There are small scratches everywhere. My jeans are torn and covered in dirt and my arms are smeared with blood. What’s worse is that I can’t stop shaking. I think it’s just the adrenaline, or maybe it’s due to anxiety. I don’t know which, but I can’t stop shaking and it makes Nikolai hold me that much tighter.
The branches crack beneath our feet with every step and I keep looking back. They must hear us. It’s darker with every passing moment, and I don’t know where we’re going but it doesn’t matter; Nikolai leads me away. Nikolai will be the one Carter blames.
Every small sound behind us makes me jump, but even then, I’m not given a moment to stop; Nikolai doesn’t let up. I can hear his heart pounding, and I know he knows he’s dead if Carter’s men catch us before we get out of here.
I don’t think he’d hurt me, but he’ll kill Nikolai.
“He can’t find us together.” The words rush from me as I reach up and grab Nikolai’s shirt, forcing him to stop and think. “He can’t think you took me; he’ll kill you. He can’t--” the words don’t stop tumbling out of me, but Nik hushes me.
“I have you, and I don’t care if he knows it.” He’s surprisingly calm, and justified in his response. “I’ve waited too long to get close enough to save you.” My thoughts race, wondering how he even got through Carter’s security, where they are and how long Nikolai has waited out here for this moment.
“How did you know?” I ask him, my eyes searching his for all of the answers.
“Someone told me to come. He told me I’d be able to save you.” As he speaks, Nik’s voice is full of so many emotions. “I’m sorry it took so long, Ria,” he says, his voice cracking as he grips my waist and urges me forward. I stumble, refusing to move and waiting for him to look back at me. I need him to realize how serious this is.
“He’s going to kill you,” I say and stare deep into his light blue eyes, knowing it’s true. Before I can urge him to run, he tells me, “Not if I kill him first.”
“Don’t talk like that.” The words are torn from my throat, immediate and raw, just as instincts are. Betrayal flashes in Nikolai’s eyes and I wish I could take the words back, if only to ease his pain, but I can’t. He’s stunned and pained, crushed from my words, but it doesn’t last long.
The sound of heavy footsteps behind us forces me to crush myself into Nik’s embrace. Gripping onto his shirt, I beg him in a whisper, “Run.”
I can feel his large hand splayed along my shoulder, pulling me closer to him as he whispers against my hair, “Never. Never again.”
My face is buried in his chest when I hear my name called out behind me. For a moment I imagine any way that I can barter my life for Nikolai’s, but I don’t believe for one second that Carter would negotiate with me. Not when I have no control and nothing left to offer.
The moment is short lived, because I hear the voice again. So familiar, yet it feels as if it’s been forever since I last heard my cousin Brett.
Shock forces me to pull away from Nik, but again everything happens so fast. Even as he grabs me in a bear hug, Brett drags me along the edge of the woods to a dirt road where an old, beat-up truck is idling. There are two other men with us, but I don’t remember their names and with Brett clinging to my side, I don’t have time to ask.
“I’m so sorry, Ria,” my cousin keeps saying as we move to the truck. “I’m a bastard and a coward, and I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I tell him repeatedly, not knowing what else to say or how to comfort him. Or where the fuck he came from. “I told you to run,” is all I can settle on, but he shakes his head, remorse flooding his eyes.
“Two in the back, armed and ready.” Nik gives the command as the truck door swings open with a creak that carries through the woods.
“Ria.” Brett says my name reverently before hugging me one last time and helping me up into the truck. The dried leather seats are cracked. I’ve never seen this car in my entire life.
“Don’t worry, it’s sound, just made to look like it’s something to be ignored,” Nik says, as if reading my mind. My gaze finds his as the truck sways with Brett and one of the other guys climbing into the back and under a tarp, guns slipped through inconspicuous holes. This truck was made for getaways. The quiet hum of the engine is all I hear for a moment.
It’s only then that I feel like it’s real. Like I’m actually leaving Carter and going home.
Going back to my father and his men.
The two other men I can’t place, although their faces are so familiar, but their names still elude me in this moment. I can feel their eyes on me as they climb into the back, assessing, judging, and questioning. Wanting to know what happened and more importantly, whose side I’m on, I’m sure.
He let me get away. It’s all I can think. Carter let them take me. That’s the only way it could be this easy.
The thought brings a swell of emotion up my throat and I feel like I’m going to be sick again. The dry heave forces me to open the door and lean out of it. The air is cold against the sudden heat spreading through my body and traveling up to my face.
Everything is quiet as the sickness leaves me. It’s disgusting and leaves an acidic burn in its wake. But even when it’s over, I can’t bring myself back into the car fully. I lean out of it, feeling the cool air and wishing I could leave as easily as the wind can.
It’s all too much. It’s all too fast and I hold my belly, not knowing what to think or what to do.
It’s only when Nik gently rubs my back and whispers that we have to leave that I resign myself to the fate I chose.
“I didn’t plan for this,” I confess to Nikolai as he pulls me back into the truck and gives me a napkin to wipe my mouth.
I didn’t plan to leave the man I love. I didn’t plan on him allowing it.
I didn’t plan to run back to my family, to his enemy.
And I didn’t plan for the small life I wanted to protect from all of this.
I needed to run to get away. Not to fall back into the same game, only to find the color of my pieces have changed.
“He’s going to hate me,” I cry out softly and once again, Nikolai pulls me into him. The truck is still idle and I know time is ticking. Precious time.
Nik calls out for one of the guys to come drive and scoots to the middle so he can comfort me, even as I cry over Carter.
As the other man gets into the driver’s seat, giving me a look of sympathy, Nik reaches behind the seat and pulls out a thick, wool blanket.
“It’s all right,” Nik tells me, not taking the moment to curse Carter or question my sanity. “We’re going home.”
   
FOR THE FIRST TEN MINUTES, I kept expecting bullets to fly out of nowhere. I was ready for the ping of steel to slam against the truck. And then I thought maybe Carter would just appear in front of the truck. Standing in the middle of the road like a madman.
It took too long for me to swallow the jagged pill. I’ve truly left Carter. He’s not coming to take me back.
“You don’t have to tell me now.” Nik’s voice slices through my thoughts. The man at the wheel, a man named Connor, glances at me. I know he’s curious. I can’t imagine what everyone thinks of me, knowing I chose to stay with Carter when they came to rescue me.
Shamefully, I consider making up a lie, just so they won’t know how I’ve fallen for him and how I betrayed them by doing so. The idea comes and goes with the rumble of the truck being carried into the fall air.
“You don’t have to tell me right now,” he repeats and I gaze into Nik’s eyes as he continues, “but I need to know everything you remember.” He nods slightly, as if wanting me to agree to such a thing.
“You don’t want to know, Nik,” I answer him, feeling the painful fissure again in my chest. My cheeks heat as I stare down at my hands and pull away from him. I start to tell him that I love Carter and that I only ran because he doesn’t love me in a way that’s healthy. I only ran because I can’t bear to think of a child growing up in this world we inhabit. I wanted to run away from it all, but as the truck jostles over a bump, I know I only ran into another hell.
“You’re safe now,” Connor says calmly from his seat. It takes me a long second to remember who he is. To place his face and his voice. Turning around in my seat, I remember the other man from when we were younger. The memories pooling together and reminding me who I am.
“How about I tell you a secret?” Nik offers. He sets his hand on my thigh and rubs a soothing circle with the pad of his thumb. He’s so much taller than me, I have to crane my neck to look up at him after watching him swallow.
The air changes instantly, tensing and becoming thick. Too thick as Nik starts, “Do you remember the day we met? At my father’s funeral when we were just kids?”
My pulse feels weak as I answer him, knowing deep inside of me that Nikolai will never hurt me, but also feeling that whatever he’s about to tell me, whatever it is, is going to cause me pain. It’s the look in his eyes. I recognize it too well.
“You have to wait for me to finish,” Nik presages his confession, and I nod. “Tell me you will. Promise me, Ria,” he commands me, his voice hardening.
I glance at Connor, who cautiously looks back to us before I tell Nikolai, “I promise.” With a quick breath I add, “I’ll let you finish.”
Butterflies flutter in the pit of my stomach as Nikolai says, “I was working for Romano at the funeral. When my father died, I was working for Romano.”
The words hit me over and over. Working for Romano. A revolting wave of nausea spreads through me as Nikolai swallows and peers down at me, waiting for a response. I can’t breathe.
Romano. The man who took me and traded me for a war. The man who would have seen me dead that night I killed Stephan rather than to have his ally murdered.
My body stiffens and I can’t control it. I’ve never feared Nikolai, not until this moment.
“Romano told me your father had my father killed. That’s why I was so angry when you touched me. When you came over to me as if you had any right to.”
I can’t swallow and I struggle to breathe.
“I don’t know what my father--” I battle the need to explain, to defend, to do whatever I have to do to survive with the anger that slowly rises. Lies. My life has been built on so many lies and with so many men I can’t trust.
Nikolai cuts me off. “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters, Ria.”
I have to bite down on my lip to keep from screaming at him not to call me by the name my mother called me. The betrayal and rage stir inside of me, brewing a cocktail I’m not sure I can control.
My best friend. My only friend. Deceived me for years. He was a rat. A fucking rat!
“Your father told me that it was Romano who’d done it. That Romano had my father killed. And I didn’t know who to believe. I had no one, yet both of them had hired me. I was only a kid; I was angry and more than that, I was scared and so fucking lonely.”
The truck moves steadily along until we’re out of the brush and dirt road entirely, headed down a back road of thin asphalt.
The day at the funeral comes back to me slowly with the quiet rumble, the picture painted in a different hue than I’ve seen it before.
“I’m still the same, Ria. You have to understand. I was a kid, and you don’t say no to men like your father… or to men like Romano.”
“Did my father know?” I manage to ask him as the anger wanes and the boy in my memory looks back at me. I remember his face. I remember the anger and I remember how he held me in return. How I needed someone just like he did. He was my someone. But the lies… I’m so sick of the sins and secrets.
“No.” His answer is solemn. “Romano wanted me to keep eyes on Talvery, and Talvery hired me to do shit work. I figured one day, one of them would kill me.” Nik’s voice is resigned and flat, with no motive revealed in his words other than survival. “Romano would kill me for not telling him everything. Or your father, for being a rat. I didn’t want this. I was only a boy.”
Through my lashes, I peek at Connor, who doesn’t respond. That’s when it hits me that Connor knew too.
Adrenaline spikes through me, numbing me as Connor’s gaze catches mine.
“I don’t work for Romano,” Connor tells me before I have to ask. “But I’ve known what Nik has – all of us have – for years.”
My gut churns. My throat’s tight as I look up at Nik. “You didn’t tell me?” The words are merely whispers.
Nik doesn’t speak, he only looks down at me with regret, but Connor answers in his place. “Your father will kill us if he finds out we know, Aria.” I can barely tear my gaze from Nik to look back at Connor. “You didn’t deserve to be put in the middle.”
The irony of his words aren’t lost on me.
“I had to stay and as everything happened, I did what I had to do to survive.”
“You didn’t have to stay,” I argue.
“Yes, I did.”
“Why did you stay? You could have left any time and just run.” I push the words out, containing my anger that’s dimming, and remembering all the times we’ve been together. At one time in my life, he was my everything, and yet, he held onto secrets that could have destroyed me.
It’s quiet for so long, I start to think I didn’t ask the question, until I look up at him.
He stares back at me with such pain in the depths of his haunted eyes. Pain that I don’t already know, yet somewhere deep in my soul I did know. I’ve always known.
“I could never leave you, Ria,” he tells me and then rips his gaze away to look straight ahead as his eyes gloss over.
“Then why let them take me?” I ask him and swallow the hard lump growing in my throat. “You gave me to Romano!” My voice raises and I can’t help it, but as it does, Nik grips me tighter and peers at me with a fierceness that’s undeniable.
He told me that he’s the reason I was taken. It’s Nikolai’s fault all of this started. If he loved me so much, why would he dare risk it?
“No, I didn’t. He fucked me over, and he’ll pay for that.” Nik’s jaw is hard and his eyes dark with anger. The kind of anger that I’ve seen before. Anger that comes with revenge.
“I wanted you away from this life,” he confesses to me, his shoulders relaxing as he stares out the window behind me. “Your father is getting older. Everyone knows his time is coming to an end. What do you think would have happened to you?”
I don’t answer Nik’s question.
“He promised he’d save you. I lured you out, taking your notebook, and I knew you’d try to retrieve it. I knew you’d think it was Mika. And Romano lied to me. I’m sorry, Ria. Your father doesn’t have long, and I needed to protect you. I needed you away from all of this.”
“It wasn’t your decision to make,” is all I can say to him. My notebook. It’s an odd feeling to have an object mean so much in a life where nothing is meaningful anymore.
“I can’t believe it was all you.”
“I had to save you,” he tells me and settles back into his seat, apparently done with the conversation.
It’s hard not to blame it all on him. Everything I’ve gone through. I struggle with all the emotions running through my blood.
“You love him, don’t you?” he asks me with a hint of disgust in his tone. “He’s brainwashed you.” He gives himself an explanation without waiting for my response.
“I do,” I say, staring Nikolai right in the eye. “I love Carter Cross…” I have to swallow before finishing. “But I’m not dumb enough to think we’d last... Because he doesn’t love me. Not how I need.”
My heart does this awful thing just then. It pumps, but it’s lifeless. It beats, but there’s no sound. It gives up on me in this moment, and I can feel it as it happens.
It’s a lie on my lips. I hear a whisper in the back of my head.
I have to remember why I left. I have to remember this life and what it does to people.
“I need to get out of here,” I murmur beneath my breath, not to Nikolai or Connor, but to myself.
“I can help you,” Nik is quick to tell me, pulling me close to him although I’m still in his grasp. “I’ll make it right. I’ll get you out of here, Ria. I just have to do one thing first.”





CHAPTER 148
Carter

“ Of course he’d bring her back to him.” The words are accompanied by silence as we watch Nikolai and his crew pull up and wait for the gates of the Talvery estate to open.
She didn’t run to Nikolai – or even to her father. I fucking know she didn’t. She ran, and she had good reason with the way I treated her, but she didn’t run to him.
I saw the footage.
“I’m sorry,” Sebastian says from the back of the Grand Cherokee SRT. The black SUV sits in the shadows. With tinted windows and an engine that can hit sixty miles per hour in four point eight seconds, it’s our go-to vehicle, armed and equipped for anything coming our way.
We got it years ago so we could haul ass after making hits.
As we sit idle along the forest two miles away from the Talvery estate, I don’t give a fuck about speeding away from anything. Not without Aria.
“She was going to run however she could,” I mutter under my breath at the driver’s seat, excusing Sebastian.
“Still…” he mumbles, running his hand through his hair. He can barely look at me and I hate it. It’s not his fault she ran. It’s not his fault she got away. It’s mine.
The wheel is hot under my grip and everything inside of me is pushing me to get out and storm the front doors of her father’s estate.
Which would leave me dead on the polished marble front steps.
She’s so fucking close, but out of my reach as the neatly trimmed bushes that line the path to the door sway with the wind on the screen. I’ve only been closer to this property once in my life.
At the mercy of her father when I was just a boy.
I swallow down the memory as the car door opens and several men with machine guns approach Nik’s beat-up truck.
That fucking prick.
My heart slams in my chest when I see her. Her brunette locks tumble around her shoulders. Her shirt’s torn and there’s still dirt covering half of her ass all the way down her leg.
She doesn’t carry herself like the girl she used to be. Her head is held high and her shoulders are straight, but the fear is still there, dancing in her doe eyes.
As much as she can’t hide that she’s a woman meant for this life, she can’t hide the fear it brings her to be caught in the middle of a war either.
Aria doesn’t stop looking all around her as Nikolai ushers her into the front door, looking over his shoulder in the direction of the camera we’ve hacked into. As if he knows we’re here.
It’s only when the men surround her, that I realize how quiet it is in the SUV.
The shame and regret hardly register anymore. Shame from the way I’ve treated her. And regret for it all.
“I’ll do better by her,” I tell them and still not a damn man speaks up. I see Sebastian nod in my periphery and I have to close my eyes and take in a steadying breath before opening them to see Nikolai’s hand on the small of Aria’s back. And then the large front door closes.
“It’ll be different when the war is over,” Jase offers and Sebastian agrees. As if any of it is because of the war.
“It’ll be less complicated.” Daniel chimes in.
“Less need to fight,” Declan adds.
It was never the war though. It’s my fault.
Knowing Nik’s with her eases some of the strain coursing through me. The jealousy is present as always, but I don’t have time for that. He’ll protect her, and that’s the only saving grace I have right now. Nikolai won’t let a damn thing happen to her, and I owe him for that. I know more about Nikolai than any other Talvery man for one reason. He’s the one who was always with Aria. He’s the one I wanted every detail on. And he does love her, I know he does. I owe him more than I’ll ever let him know.
He can be her hero for the moment. He can protect her.
I don’t give a fuck if I’m nothing but the villain who captures her.
The villain who holds her against her will until her will changes.
The villain who will put an end to this war and to the empire her last name gives power to.
The villain who will stop at nothing to have her completely.
And the rest of me, whatever is left, the rest of me will belong to her. Always.
I don’t have a choice; that is all I’ll accept.
And she’ll learn to accept it too.
“We already know the place, and we have the count on the men.” Jase is the first to get to business. Tonight, Talvery will finally fall.
There are eight men at the front entrance. Another four towers along the tall brick walls that surround the property. Each of them with a handful of men armed and ready.
There will be even more men inside. They’ll have to die as well.
“Wherever we hit will be a distraction,” Declan says as if he’s thinking out loud, “but they’ll also send Talvery into the safe room.”
“We need to contain him and Aria too if we can,” Jase responds to Declan’s statement, leaning forward in his seat to stare at the blueprints on the tablet.
“The safe room is large, but if we get rid of it as an option, they’ll have nowhere to go, they’re outnumbered… it’s just the matter of the safe room and if there’s anything at all that we don’t see.”
“Hit the safe room first then,” I answer without thinking twice, but then add, turning to face Jase, “Unless they take Aria there.”
Her locked away in a room, refusing to let me in even though she knows I’ll be waiting for her and only time is keeping her away from me, is exactly what our relationship has been. I can see it reversed though just as easily.
Tonight I take that option away. Tonight I change the course of our fate. I choose us. Forever. No more fighting; I’ve fought enough in this life already. I only want to love her.
“Is everyone in place?” I ask Jase and he nods solemnly. We left our home and every piece of property we own unguarded. Every single man is here. Every man ready for blood. The only exception is a small crew guarding Addison right now, far away from all of this.
“I’ve got the security feeds.” As Declan speaks, my eyes open and I wait for the screen to flick to a new video stream, one that shows the hacked footage inside each and every one of Talvery’s rooms until it lands on a picture of Aria.
The images flick by on the screen, moving as she moves, and focused on her expression.
My poor Aria. Fuck, I’ve never known pain like this before.
“You’re good for something, Declan,” Daniel tells him, with his hand on the loaded gun in his lap.
“Fuck you too,” Declan replies with a smirk.
“Feels like old times,” Jase says and I turn to look at him, looking at each of my brothers and Sebastian. It does.
“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” I tell him, feeling each pulse in my veins. The tension, the buildup. But something else too.
“Since it’s felt like everything is riding on this one moment?”
“Yeah,” I answer him.
“Too long,” Sebastian says lowly, checking his gun and then slamming the magazine into place with the butt of his hand.
“It used to be thrilling, though,” Jase says quietly, glancing at the screen showing the men outside the door to where Aria’s been taken. A few men wait outside, but Nikolai goes in with her. “This is different.”
“There’s too much riding on this one,” I tell them all and their nods are instant.
“We’ll get her and bring her home,” Jase tells me and Sebastian looks between the two of us.
“When this is over,” Sebastian says, “I’m not leaving. I’ll bring Chloe home; she’ll come with me.” I don’t have time to answer him.
“First Talvery, then Romano. Your ass isn’t going anywhere.” Jase’s answer pulls Sebastian’s lips into an asymmetric smirk.
It’s hard to let the words go, but I tell my brothers something I often don’t. “Thank you.” I swallow thickly and then turn to each of them, the leather seats groaning as I do. “Thank you for being here. For helping me and for helping her.”
“Of course,” Jase says, his eyes searching mine and the sad smile showing. “We survived together. Fought together... Loved together.”
“I wouldn’t be anywhere else. You need me,” Sebastian tells me and looks me in the eyes. “Mostly because I fucked up, but still, you need me.”
His joke lightens the mood a touch, enough to let the other emotions in just slightly. The emotions that remind me she left me. The ones that prove to me it’s because of me.
With his hand gripping my shoulder, Sebastian tells me, “We’ll get her back.”
“And I’ll keep her,” I tell them, meaning every word. I’ll keep all of her every way I know how.
“All right, enough with this shit,” Declan says, and Daniel huffs a short laugh. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a conversation like this one. One that’s real, and touches a piece of me that remains dormant. A piece Aria holds hostage.
“I’ve got it all covered now,” Declan speaks up from the back of the SUV. “The safe room is empty, but it’s not close enough to the outside rooms to be hit easily.”
“Does Aden have vision anywhere near the safe room?”
“He can hit the west side through the hall window, send in the smoke bombs and ambush that side of the house. We’ll be in and out with the bombs within a few minutes, but they’ll react. The odds of coming out are not the best.” Jase answers for Declan, and I can see the plan already formulating in his head.
Aden is already waiting on the other side. They’re waiting for Jase’s cue.
“We need to hit them all at once,” I tell Jase. The adrenaline in my blood is nearly suffocating me. Only because I’m sitting here. I need to move, to get this shit over with and have her back. “Tell them all to hit on my command.”
As I say the words, the vision on the screen changes and it turns back to Aria. Her arms are crossed tight, and she stands by herself awkwardly in the center room. Facing Nikolai, neither of them moving, but both of them the picture of regret.
There’s no fucking way I won’t do everything I can to hold on to her.
“Hit the towers, the front entrance, and the safe room all at once. We have more men than they do.” The words leave me the second the screen changes again.
“What about Romano?” Declan asks.
“What about him?” The anger and hate in Daniel’s tone reflects the same in every single one of us.
“He could try to make a move on us while our backs are turned,” Declan says and then cuts to a feed showing his men lining the territory. They’re ready to strike, waiting for Talvery to weaken. If we bring them down first, Romano will have us surrounded and if he desired, he could strike.
“He doesn’t know we know, not yet,” Jase answers him and then Sebastian states, “We’ll keep the north side the strongest for Talvery, pushing his men toward the heaviest side Romano has armed. We don’t have to kill them all, just enough to outnumber them. Enough to make them realize Talvery, the name, the empire, is no more.”
“It’s just like before, no one willingly dies for a dead man.” Jase’s eyes shine with the memories of all the challengers we’ve taken down in the past. The name Talvery may be old, it may hold power, but when the man is dead, the name will mean nothing.
“What’s the plan?” Jase asks me and then adds, “Step by step.”
“We need to get in close first,” I tell him. “She’s in the east wing, so we can cut the feeds, take out the east tower discreetly with no bombs, make our approach through that way and once we’re in, hit the other towers and the safe room.”
“They’ll be looking everywhere but at us,” Jase responds, nodding his head and breathing in deep. “You go in and get her, Bastian and I will come with and take out whoever comes running.”
“Kill the feeds as soon as we get close to the east tower. We’ll walk along the tree line,” I tell Declan and he’s quick to answer, “The cameras rotate every ninety seconds. You’re going to need the feeds handled before you get past this road. Or else they’ll see you coming.”
“There are men on the ground,” Jase pipes up. “Cut the feeds, we’ll get in there, kill those two fuckers outside the east tower and use them to get in.”
Sebastian looks at Declan and asks, “It’s fingerprints right?” With a nod from Declan, Jase adds, “Dead fuckers still have prints. It’ll work.”
With my brother and my friend behind me, my men surrounding the enemy and ready to wage war, it’s time. My heart pounds as I run through the forest and raise my gun, hearing the startled shouts from the towers regarding the security feeds going down. I can hear their fear; I can fucking feel it as I raise my gun in the shadows. The three of us shoot, the bullets muffled with the silencers, before the two men, men just like me, even see us. The first two men to die tonight. Their bodies are still warm, heavy and limp as we drag them to the security pad, wipe the blood from their fingers on our pants to gain entrance, and begin to end this war.





CHAPTER 149
Aria

“I can’t see you with him.” Nikolai’s voice is calm, somehow sounding forgiving as he watches me pace in my father’s office.
I stare past him at the pictures on my father’s wall. There’s a picture of my mother and father, with my uncle between them. I never met him. In the photo he’s holding them close, his arms wrapped around their shoulders. It’s a black-and-white snapshot, taken just before my uncle was murdered. It’s only one of nearly a dozen pictures on the wall to the right of my father’s desk. But only that photo, and one other hold any of my attention.
I breathe in and out slowly as I stare at the second picture, trying to stand upright and not let on that anything’s wrong.
It’s Carter’s house. The Cross brothers’ home. The same photograph that’s in Carter’s foyer. An icy prick spreads over my skin and all I can hear are my shallow breaths.
I swear it’s the same. I knew when I first saw it that the picture was familiar. I thought maybe I’d been there before, but this is why it was so familiar.
My father has a picture of Carter’s old house, the house he destroyed, hung up in his office. Is it a fucking trophy? A reminder of something? My stomach roils as I cross my arms tighter, feeling more and more like a trapped animal. I wish my father were here so I could ask him. So I could face him after everything that’s happened. If he were though… I can’t even imagine where we’d begin. A lifetime has come and gone. I’m not the same person I was when I last stepped foot in this home.
It doesn’t matter though. He’s not here, and I doubt he’ll come for me until he has the time. Business has always come first.
“What did he do to you, Ria?” Nik asks me and I turn to him. Seated in the whiskey-colored leather wingback chair in the corner of the room, I see Nikolai in a different light than I ever have before.
Not as my friend or former lover, not as the boy who needed me. But as a man in pain and on edge, reckless and wanting change, needing it and ready to take it.
I see him as a danger.
“Nikolai, you’re scaring me,” I whisper with a quietness that begs for them to stay silent, but somehow the words find him. The corner of his lips drag down as his eyes flick with a light of recognition.
“I don’t mean to, I just don’t think you realize what has to happen,” he tells me and then swallows with a look of anguish in his features.
“What has to happen?” I ask him, feeling my hands go cold as I stand aimlessly in the room. Knowing I’m once again at the mercy of men who find me lacking.
“Today men will die.”
“Men die every day,” I’m quick to respond and he gives me a sad smirk with his huff, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. He stares at the floor and not at me. His eyes close as I whip around to the door of the office, hearing shouts echo down the halls. The feeds are down. Nik’s cell phone goes off, but only for a second before he silences it and his gaze moves from it to me.
“It’s all right. You had to know he’d come for you,” he tells me, his eyes begging me to deny it, but he already knows the truth.
The pounding in my chest intensifies, and a warmth spreads through me but not nearly enough to stop frigidness that clings to me.
“Will you hate me if I made it easier?” Nik asks me, shifting his weight and reaching behind him for the gun tucked in the back of his pants. “If I killed him, would you hate me?” he asks me but shakes his head before I can even answer. My lips are parted and the words are there, yes, I’ll hate you forever if you kill him. The pleas not to are the same I’ve heard before, spoken from my own mouth.
“You know that I love you,” he tells me and then he adds, “And you know he’s no good for you.” I watch the muscles in his neck tense as he swallows. He stands and pulls a drawer open in my father’s desk, taking another gun, checking that it’s loaded and placing it on the desk before closing the door.
“You ran from him… But still, you want him to live.”
“I can’t explain it,” I tell Nikolai, watching every small movement.
He peeks up at me, hearing the trace of fear in my words and lowers his head. “I’d never hurt you, Ria. Stop looking at me like I would.”
“There are different kinds of pain. And I’ve recently come to accept that some people, some men very close to me, can’t help but to cause me the worst kinds of pain.”
“Don’t compare me to him,” he retorts, and the menace in his voice is as chilling as the sharpness in his eyes when he looks at me.
The sarcastic and flat response comes from a place of pain deep inside of me. “How dare I do such a thing.”
“You’re just sick.” Nikolai speaks more to himself than to me. “You’ll see. When this is all over, you’ll see.”
“I’ve thought long and hard about that. About whether or not I was sick,” I tell him as he rounds the desk and leans against the front of it. “I think maybe for a moment I was. Maybe when I wasn’t well, and I know I wasn’t well because of him. But I can see clearly now. And I’m thinking more about myself these days.” My fingers itch to touch my lower belly, but I don’t. I don’t want him to know or anyone else. I’ll bide my time and then I’ll run far, far away. I’ll be someone else. And leave all traces of Aria Talvery and this world behind.
“Don’t you think if you were sick, you wouldn’t know it?”
I nod once, feeling a strength rise inside of me. “You’re not wrong, but the thing is, even if I am sick, I like who I am more now than I did before. I see the world for what it is, and I’m stronger for it.” I don’t tell Nikolai, but deep inside I know I can be whoever I choose. I can do whatever I choose to do.
At this moment, running is what I choose, because I want this child to live a life surrounded by love. And I don’t know if it’s possible to have that with Carter. No matter how much I love him or how much he thinks he loves me. He doesn’t know how to love. And I won’t allow that life for my child.
At that thought, it feels as if a jagged nail runs down the length of my chest from the inside. Tearing at me. It’s not right and it’s not fair, but nothing about this tale has been.
“You’re strong, Aria, but I can give you a world where you don’t have to be,” Nikolai tells me. His voice caresses the pain that cascades over me. Three scenarios play in my mind, warring within.
One where Nikolai holds me like he used to. Where I look at him with the love and desire that used to be, and then I look down to a small child in my arms, one who doesn’t belong to him. A baby who will forever remind me that I don’t love Nikolai nearly as much as I once loved another. Nikolai would take care of me, he’d love me and provide for not just me, but also this baby. And I would use him; I know deep in my heart that’s all it would ever be.
Another version of the fucked-up fairytale has me back on Carter’s bed, cross-legged with an infant nestled and bundled in my lap while I peek up at the man I love, sitting across the room in a chair, watching me from a distance he chooses.
The father of my child.
The beast of a man.
If things were different, I’d never leave his side. But wishes and hopes do nothing. Things aren’t different, and I won’t raise a child with the venom and tension that comes with standing by Carter’s side.
And in the third vision, the one I choose, I’m alone on a quiet porch, rocking an infant in my arms. I see the small home set back in the distance off a dirt road. Away from it all. Maybe a boy or maybe a girl, but either way, there will be no hate, no vengeance that lingers around us. The wind will whisper lullabies and although this baby won’t have a father, I’ll give him or her everything I have and protect them from what I once was and this vicious world I came from.
One day I’ll tell him a story so raw and so true that he won’t believe it. It will only be a fairytale gone wrong. More importantly, that child will be stronger and better than I ever will be. I can’t choose a better life for myself. But I can give one to this little life.
“I love you, Nikolai,” I whisper as I open my eyes and then I make sure he sees me, really sees me before I tell him, “but it’s not the love you have for me. And I love another more than you.”
“You left him,” Nikolai reminds me and I nod my head, feeling the rawness scratch up my throat.
“If he would have shown me the love I needed, I would still be with him.” I let my hand travel to my stomach, where I know Nikolai sees as I tell him, “Right now I can’t risk anything.”
The door to the office swings open without notice, bringing with it the sound of my father’s voice. “Still be with who?” The words sound cautious. My heart races as he slowly closes the door behind him and the lights go out, darkness taking over until the backup power comes on.
My father stares behind me, sharing a look with Nikolai before looking back at me. My breaths come in quick pants.
“Father,” I breathe out, and I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to do. In many ways I feel like his enemy. Simply because I’ve fallen into bed, but also in love with the man who longs to see my father take his last breath.
“Still be with Carter?” my father questions, walking closer to me, each step feeling intimidating.
I can only swallow until he lets out a deep breath and looks down at me with sympathy. “I didn’t hear everything,” he says, his eyes flicking to Nikolai before finding my gaze again and continuing, “but child, this isn’t your fault, and I’m sorry.” A sudden wave of relief flows through me. My lungs are still and refuse to move, even with the reassurance. “It’s all right, Aria.” My father’s voice is calm and gives nothing but comfort. I can’t help but to move to him and as I do, he opens his arms.
To be loved unconditionally is something so rare. But from a parent to a child, there is forgiveness in every moment. The guarded walls crumble even though I’m so aware of Nikolai behind me and my father in front of me, coming forward to pull me in close. He whispers it isn’t my fault. His words are apologetic.
He holds me close to him, he holds me like he has before, but back when I was a child. Back when I let him.
“I’m so sorry, Aria,” he says and holds me tight, although his voice is tense.
“It’s not your fault,” I tell him, because it’s true. This is the life we lead and breed. No one is to blame for the hate and havoc it brings. It simply exists.
“I’m scared,” I confess against his chest. The smell of soft leather and spiced cologne wraps around me just as his arms do.
“You think you love him, and considering what he did, I understand.” It’s almost shocking to hear his words, but then he whispers, “I’m not sorry that I have to kill him.”
My body stiffens in his embrace but if my father realizes that, he doesn’t let on. A single breath leaves me and my eyes open, staring at the wall across from my father’s desk where the pictures stare back at me. “I should have done it long ago,” he says as I pull back slightly, wanting nothing more than to run once again. Run far, far away, I think as my fingers drift past my belly and I back away from my father. Pulling back from my father, I see his eyes are as cold and dark as they ever were.
One step, then two.
The second step comes with the shaking of the ground. A rumble at first, but then a movement so sharp, I nearly lose my step.
Bombs. One after another and seemingly all around us. Harsh intakes of air. A spike of fear and adrenaline.
We’re under attack. And I don’t know if it’s Romano…. or if it’s Carter coming for me.
Men scream, but not the two I’m with though. They’re silent as I fall to the ground on my ass and move to the edge of the room. To hide in the corner and brace myself there. The explosions are close, but not close enough to hit us. Still, they keep coming. Each one sounding closer than the last.
Nikolai and my father don’t seek cover like I do. They act like they expected it as they simply brace against the wall of the room, letting each rocking blow hit without a difference in their expression.
The ground shakes and the sounds of explosions reverberate through the room. The bombs must be close, because the shelves jostle and with it, books fall. I watch the gun as it rattles on the desk, the metal skimming along the edge as it finds its way closer to falling, but somehow manages to hang on, even as the monitor crashes to the floor, cracking the frame and forcing a scream from me with the next loud explosion.
That makes seven.
The lamp’s shifted to the edge of the desk, where it topples in slow motion at the last blast. It hits the gun Nikolai left there on the corner, and my father’s gaze lingers on the steel.
“Boss.” Nik’s voice is stern, direct, almost a statement rather than a question and the hard gaze between two men verifies my father recognizes that too.
“What can I do to help?” Nik’s question is casual, at ease this time.
“Seven,” I whisper the word, daring to go against the wishes of my frozen body. The only thing I can feel is the numbing tingle of fear. But I counted seven. “Seven explosions.” My father’s eyes stay on mine and only when he turns his attention to Nikolai am I able to breathe again. He doesn’t answer me, he doesn’t say a damn word to me as I stay where I am, hunkered down and counting each second from now until another bomb will hit. But the next one never comes.
The heavy footsteps carry through the room and in time with my quickened pulse as my father walks around his desk, kicking his fallen computer as he does. My shoulders hunch forward and my eyes slam shut at the cracking sound of the screen.
I shudder again when Nikolai lays a hand on my back, splayed and meant to comfort. I can’t help but to let out a short cry and back away until I see it’s him.
“Fuck,” I gasp out and try to calm my racing heart. It’s too much. This world is too much.
“You’re all right here,” Nik tells me and the moment he does, my father commands him away.
“Get down to the west wing. Get Connor and the rest of them. Block anyone who comes in.” I’ve never seen my father look the way he does now. With both of his hands lightly placed on his desk as he stands at its head, everything on top of the sleek black surface is in disarray and even the paintings behind him are crooked.
The room reflects nothing of the controlled, powerful man who’s ruled from that very spot for years. And neither does the look in his eyes. There’s a sadness wrapped around the dark swirls of his gaze. And a sense of acceptance, plus a tiredness I’ve never seen.
“Dad?” I dare to speak up, and he dares to ignore me.
“Block off the hall and kill anyone who enters.” He doesn’t speak to me. Only to Nikolai.
A crease lines the center of Nik’s forehead as he gestures to the phone in his hand, the screen of it brightening with notifications every few seconds. “There’s no sign of anyone-”
“I know! You don’t think I saw the messages?” my father screams at him with hurried words. Anger and fear lace his expression, but this time, Nik doesn’t object. All I see is his back as his determined stride leads him away from me and out of the room.
Leaving me alone with my father.
I’m still on the ground, waiting for another sign of what’s to come when my father tosses something across the room. It lands hard in front of me, maybe a foot away and again, I’m scared shitless. My stupid heart won’t quit trying to escape my chest.
This is what war is, but I don’t know how much more of it I can take.
“Your journal,” my father says. “You should take it while you still can.” I can hardly make out his words, let alone what the item is with the adrenaline and fear spiking through me. My sketch notebook I’ve long lost, the notebook that started all of this.
I’m still struck with betrayal at the knowledge that it was Nikolai. That all this shit started with him luring me out and letting me believe it was someone I loathed, someone who would have damaged it just to get a rise out of me, or worse, burned it or thrown it away, simply because he could. Knowing it wasn’t Mika, and that it was Nikolai makes me hold the sketchbook tighter. I believe in fate and that everything happens for a reason.
The front cover is nothing special. Merely an array of wildflowers painted in watercolors. It came that way. But inside its pages are sketches of the world I used to live in. The one kept safe in the confines of my bedroom on the other side of the estate. Fantasies I dared to dream. And lives I’ve never lived.
As I stare at the journal, I realize how much has changed so quickly. But one thing never has. It will never change.
“I thought there would be clues as to where you’d gone,” my father tells me, explaining why he has it. Nikolai stole it from me. As I crawl closer to it, clutching it close, I’m still reeling from his confession.
“Is Mom’s picture still inside?” I somehow get the courage to ask him.
My father only stares at me, a hard gaze that I can’t place. It’s almost shame, almost hate that comes from him and I don’t know why. He doesn’t answer me, forcing me to swallow with a dry mouth and throat as I scoot closer to the notebook and let the pages flick by my fingers until they land on the same spot I’d last seen. The one where I drew her, but the picture isn’t there.
Just as the sharp gouge in my chest seems to deepen, the edges of the pages fall from the pad of my thumb until they stop, revealing the picture tucked tightly just behind the front cover.
The kind eyes of my mother gaze at me, in black and white, and the memories of her dance in the back of my mind. When the days were not as long and filled with the terror they bear today.
Back when I knew I was safe and loved and nothing bad would happen, and yet it was all a lie.
With a small, sad smile, I swallow the dryness in my throat and pick up the picture to show my father, while whispering a ragged, “Thank you.”
A cold prick sweeps over my shoulders, causing a shudder to run down my spine until I tuck the photo back away. It’s an odd feeling. One that reminds me of how I felt in the bathroom this morning in Carter’s room. A feeling like someone else is here.
“She was always so beautiful.” My father’s statement is hard. Not an ounce of emotion given to the words. Again my eyes find her photo on the wall, a younger version of my mother, hung beside the photo of Carter’s home.
“She was,” I speak without consent and then nod my chin toward the wall, and as I do, someone yells from down the hall. It sounds more like a command than anything else, somewhere off in the distance, but it’s all I’ve heard since the ground stopped shaking.
I wait a moment, my body still, wanting to know more of what’s going on, but my father doesn’t hesitate. He doesn’t seem to react at all to what’s going on outside of this room, and I don’t understand why.
“That’s not the photo you keep looking at,” he says and the chill comes back to me, like the edge of an ice cube running down the back of my neck. “Did he show you a picture too? The picture of his house?”
My stomach churns as I nod once, forcing my gaze to meet my father’s. “Yes,” I breathe the word, drawing strength from the truth and feeling an edge of defiance I didn’t know I had. “Why do you have it?” I ask him evenly, slowly standing, and gripping the notebook tightly in my right hand.
“The same reason I’ve hung all these photos here. They’re the failures that led to my demise,” he tells me, turning to look at the pictures and ignoring me. “Each one of them, my mistakes.”
I can feel the agony rip through me as I look back to my mother. To the picture of her with my uncle and my father. Swallowing thickly, I try to speak but I can’t.
His finger taps on the glass of the picture frame, the one of Carter’s house that was destroyed. “I should have made sure they’d all died that night. When I hung this, I thought they’d be the ones to kill me. They still may be. Maybe tonight even.”
A part of me wishes to console my father, to assure him that it’s going to be all right. But it would only be lies, and he knows better than that.
“Are they the ones who are here?” I manage to ask him, hiding my desperation to know and why I want to know. Anxiety whispers along every inch of my skin.
My father’s smirk makes his eyes wrinkle and the rough chuckle is accompanied with the telltale cough that comes from a smoker’s lungs. While I was away, praying he’d come save me, I forgot how old my father’s become in the past few years.
“Yes, of course they are.” His answer is what I’d hoped, although I know I shouldn’t. My heart hammers and my pulse quickens, but I don’t show my father anything. I give him no indication of how that knowledge makes me feel.
At my lack of shock, my lack of emotion, not knowing how to react as thoughts race through my mind, my father offers me a small smile and then points to the photo of my mother, tapping his finger once again, but this time on the very edge of it. Almost like he’s afraid to touch it.
“You know that I love you,” my father says and it’s then that his voice cracks and his expression crumples. “I was never a good father, but I chose you and I thought it counted for something.”
“You are a good father,” I say, pushing out the words in a shallow breath, trying to contain the guilt and fear of what’s to come. I could drown in my emotions as I take a shaky step closer to him, needing to hold him as he’s held me before. “I know you were hard on me, but this life is hard and I needed it.” I get it now, why he always made me stand on my own. Maybe he knew this day would come sooner than I did. The day someone would take it all away from him.
“No, no, Aria,” my father says as he shakes his head. His eyes search mine, not giving away any secrets but hiding every one of them.
Another yell is heard, this time farther away and it takes my attention but only for a split second until I hear my father say, “Your mother didn’t belong to me. She was supposed to marry my brother.”
One beat of my heart, ragged and jagged.
“She loved him and his money… his power. He was supposed to inherit everything. He was the one meant to rule.”
Another beat of my heart and my father takes down the photo, the frame making an awful cracking noise as he does, the frame splintering, from being so old perhaps. I know my uncle was supposed to be the don, the head of the family. He was older than my father, but he was killed before he could take charge.
What I didn’t know, is that my mother was involved with my uncle. I’ve never been told such a thing.
“She fell in love with you after he died?” I assume out loud.
“She was pregnant and afraid,” my father says, not looking at me at all, or the slow realization that comes to form on my face. “She needed someone to protect her after her quick affair with him, and I loved her. I wanted her.”
I can’t breathe, I swear to it. An unseen hand seems to strangle me as my father slowly raises his gaze to mine.
“What?” The disbelief cloaks the whisper.
“They were only together for a short time and most people had no idea. But when he was murdered, she was pregnant, alone, and with a price on her head.”
“Mom?” I don’t know how her name escapes me, my breath strangling me as it refuses to leave.
“I told her no one would ever know, and she accepted.” The thumb of his left hand runs along the place a wedding ring would hug his ring finger. “I always wanted you. I always loved you as my own.”
My head shakes on its own and my eyes go wide. Wide with shock, wide with fear in the way my father’s speaking.
“I tried to love you and show you how much you were loved. Yes, I was hard on you. I was hard on you because this life is hard, but also … you look just like your mother.”
I reach behind me for something to steady me, but there’s nothing.
“She never loved me.” As he speaks, the soft reminiscence is instantly replaced by hate. “Until she decided she wanted more. She wanted someone else and would do anything to get away from me. She was a rat. I’m not sure how many mistakes I truly made because of your mother. Taking her in, not killing her sooner, or having her murdered.”
Everything in my body is cold, the numbing kind that makes me feel like I can’t be here. Like this can’t be real. He didn’t. He didn’t have Mom killed.
“No.” The word comes unbidden as fear settles deep into my bones.
“You were never a mistake, Aria. Even when I’m gone, I want you to know that. I know I was hard and cold, but it wasn’t because of you. I loved you.”
I can see it in his eyes, he’s telling me the truth. Every bit of it. Dark and callous.
“You couldn’t have,” I say, but my words are weak and desperate.
The sad smile carved into his expression is riddled with agony. “She was going to have me killed, Ria. It was either her or me.”
“No.” My memory is warped and twisted. My reality even more so.
“I do know she was a mistake, your mother was. One that’s stayed with me and still lingers in this house.”
I almost call him Dad; I almost beg him to stop. To tell me everything he just said was a lie. But I can’t speak a damn word. I can’t even move.
“I always had to see you, though. You were a constant reminder.”





CHAPTER 150
Carter

“ One more hall,” I hear Declan tell me softly from my earpiece. “Two men on the right at the corner.”
The eerie calmness that comes at times like these surrounds me. With four large steps I make it to the end of the hall, stop right at the corner and wait. Listening to every sound.
Sebastian and Jase are quiet behind me, but they’re there, both armed and ready with the silencers. Only Jase is marked with a splatter of blood, but each of us has killed since we slipped in through a window, shattering it during an explosion and sneaking into the dark halls of this forbidden castle.
We’re moving too slow. The thought keeps my pace fast. Every second away from her is another moment something could happen to her. A moment someone could take her away from me.
It doesn’t escape my attention that I almost died here nearly a decade ago. Every quiet step reminds me of what may have been had my life been cut short.
Turning back to my brother, I nod and all at once, the three of us step out into the hall. Holding my breath and then letting it out, my grip on the gun tightens, the metal kicks back, and the bullet whips through the air, hitting the back of some fucker’s skull. There’s a sharp crack, a mist of blood sprayed against the pristine wall to my right. The bang of another bullet and then another are followed by the thumps of limp, heavy bodies falling to the ground.
“Four men coming, from behind you and another to your left. They know something’s wrong,” Declan says in the earpiece as the adrenaline spikes and Jase and I share a glance.
“Get her, we’ll take care of them,” Jase tells me, reaching up and squeezing my shoulder with his left hand. Sebastian nods, holding his gun with both hands and keeping his back against the wall as the sound of footsteps and a yell for someone to answer echoes up the long corridor.
“I’ll have her soon,” I tell them both, “and then I’ll come back here.” I don’t know why, but it feels like a lie. Like I’m not coming back.
Jase gives me a smirk and quickly turns around, the faint sounds of him reloading his weapon carrying over to me.
Sebastian looks over his shoulder one last time to look at me before he follows Jase back down the way we came.
Without them it feels different. It’s not about revenge or murder. It’s not about a war or a power play for territory. It’s only about her. About Aria.
I won’t fail her. I won’t let her die.
Fueled by the memory of my nightmare, I move forward. Each step feels heavier, louder than before, even though I’m still silently moving through.
I’m vaguely aware of Declan telling me something, but I ignore him. He doesn’t need to say a damn thing as I come up to the corner and hear voices.
Two voices.
Light filters under the closed door in the dark hall. And with it are the sounds of Aria pleading with her father. Begging him for something.
My heart twists into a wretched knot. That sound shouldn’t exist. The pain in her cadence. It shouldn’t be allowed.
My vision tricks me, giving me flashes of weeks ago. Of Aria on her knees and at my mercy. I wish I could take it back. As my hand settles on the cold steel knob of the door that mutes her cries, I wish I could take everything back.
Every piece of it. Even the moment I clung to life at the sound of her voice carrying through a closed door.
It only takes a half second for me to push the door open, the gun raised and ready to fire, but it’s useless. The barrel of one already stares back at me.
“Did you really think I wouldn’t be ready for you?” Talvery hisses as Aria sucks in a breath, wide eyed and backed in a corner. Tears stream down her face and I could kill the fucker now.
“Dad, please,” she begs him and I can’t stop looking at her, even as the sweat in my hand makes me hold the gun tighter.
“Drop your gun,” he demands and the gun slips slightly in my grasp as I hear Aria whisper my name. Not in fear, not in anger. I can hear how she needs me. It won’t be denied from her voice.
In my periphery, she takes a step toward me and her father cocks his gun in response. The click is resounding and foreboding. Aria stills instantly.
It’s only now, in the face of actually having to make the decision, that I question if I can kill him in front of her. If I could steal her father from her.
“Don’t,” she begs him in a breathless whisper. She still loves me. I can feel it in the way she speaks. A piece of her still cares for me.
I tighten my grip on the gun, not knowing if she’ll still love me after.
If she weren’t here, he’d be dead. I could do it if she weren’t here. But with her watching, still begging and hoping for the inevitable fate to change before her eyes… I’m hesitating. I’ve spent a decade waiting to kill this man. Waiting to make him suffer for what he did to me.
But if she hates me after… then I may as well be the one that died.
In any other situation, I wouldn’t have hesitated. Talvery would be dead simply because he took time to speak. I need Aria to love me though. A life without love is no life at all.
I don’t want to die, either. I don’t want her to see me die.
For the first time in years, I don’t want to die. I need to protect her. I need to make it right.
“Aria.” I say her name simply because I need to see her one more time. I need to know she loves me still. I need her to know it’s okay. But as she looks at me, her father speaks.
“Did you think I couldn’t see you?” Talvery sneers, but I don’t listen to him.
“Please, Dad,” Aria begs, her chest rising higher and falling deeper.
“That I didn’t have backup cameras?”
All I can think, is that I need to save her. In the back of my mind, although I’m looking between Aria and Talvery, all I can see is her on the floor of my office. On her knees between my legs, cold and not breathing.
I won’t let it happen.
“I’m tired and growing old. But I’m not done fighting yet. And I’m not that fucking stupid,” he says lowly and I know he’s going to pull the trigger. “I won’t lie down and die.”
“No!” Aria’s scream rings through the air at the same time that he speaks his last word.
Talvery’s statement again means nothing, but Aria hurling herself forward, reaching for the gun tempting her on the corner of the desk, is everything.
Her lunge distracts both of us. But when he turns to her, I can’t do anything but throw myself between the gun he points at her and the woman I need to protect. The only reason I’ve ever had to live.
My gun fires at him the same time his goes off, barely skimming the arm he holds the gun with as he cusses.
I don’t feel the first shot. I don’t even feel the second, but I see it. I see the barrel of the gun and even as the bullet flies toward me, I swear I see it. The sound of the shot is like white noise and it means nothing compared to the sound of Aria screaming. Her voice fills the room and it seems to drag across time as my heart beats slowly. Only a single beat to her long scream as she wraps her arms around me.
Her voice turns to a song, a lowly sung hum of words; I can’t make out what she’s saying as I stare at my chest, the bright red soaking through the crisp white shirt as I fall to the floor.
My arm doesn’t brace me, it merely hits the ground hard, followed by my back and it’s then that I feel the sharp twinges of pain.
I try to swallow, but blood comes up instead. A mouth full of it that spills from me as I try to say her name.
Somewhere in the back of my mind I think that I should have shot him when I first came in. I shouldn’t have concerned myself with Aria. I should have killed him without thinking twice.
A dizzy sensation comes over me as my head drops back but I force my neck up, I force myself to look at Aria, to command her to get behind me, but she’s not looking at me and I can’t speak. Every time I try, hot blood fills my mouth. It’s all I can taste; it’s all I can smell. I struggle to breathe, to move even and it’s not the pain. The pain is nothing. Something else is holding me down.
“No!” I hear Aria scream, but it sounds so far away.
“I’m sorry,” I try to tell her, but the words are muffled as I choke on my own blood. Hate fuels me to keep my eyes open as Aria yells something I can’t hear to her father. She’s right here, so close to me, but I can’t move my arms to hold her anymore. My body’s so numb, so heavy.
I’m sorry I put her in the middle of this. I’m sorry I put her in danger. I’m sorry I made her want to run again. I’m sorry I can’t protect her. That’s my worst sin.
As I see the darkness settle in, the sounds fade to nothing, and her touch wanes, I’m most sorry that I can’t protect her.
Fuck, no. I need to protect her still.
I don’t want to leave her. I don’t want to die.
“Aria,” I try to say her name, but I can’t.
I try to fight the heavy weight that’s holding me down. “I love you,” I say, but the words fail to be heard. Did I say them?
She must know them. She must.
“You can’t die, Carter,” I hear Aria whisper and she sounds so close but I can’t see her, I can’t feel her.
For the first time in so long, I’m scared. I’m terrified.
I couldn’t care less about life and death. But I don’t want to be without her. I need Aria. I need to protect her. And as the darkness takes over, I’m truly terrified that I’ll never see her again.
The last thought I have, is that if I die, she can’t die for me. Suddenly, the cold feels peaceful.
She didn’t die for me. If the price to change the course of fate was that I must die for her… so be it.





CHAPTER 151
Aria

The blood is everywhere. My hands are stained with it as I apply pressure to the bullet wound and scream at Carter to answer me.
“Look at you.” My father hasn’t stopped talking, hasn’t stopped shaming me for staying at Carter’s side. Hasn’t stopped shaming me for reaching for the gun.
I had to try. With a man on either side of me, both wanting to kill the other, I couldn’t stand by helplessly, doing nothing.
The blood isn’t nearly as hot as the tears that won’t stop. He’s not answering me; he isn’t responding to me no matter how loud I scream. His name tears up my throat as I scream his name. As I do, the pressure lifts just slightly on the wound nearly in the center of his chest and more blood pools around him.

HOLD HIM TIGHT, or else he’ll die.

WORDS FROM A MAN I’ve never met come back to me, and I shove my body down, clutching Carter and putting all of my weight on both of my hands, still compressing the wounds. “Don’t leave me,” I cry as my hair sticks to my wet face and the hot tears mix with his blood as I lay my cheek in the crook of his neck.
I can feel his heart.
It beats as the door to the office creaks open and my father yells at me to get up. To be a Talvery and to prove he made the right choice all those years ago. That I’m truly his daughter. His words mean nothing to me. They hang in the air. All I listen to is the faint beat of Carter’s heart and how slow it is. It’s slowing.
I only turn my head to look at my father when I hear him cock the gun again.
My throat is tight with emotion as I look from the barrel of the gun up to him. The pressure I have on Carter’s gunshot wounds doesn’t waver though.
“I love him,” I plead with my father and as I do, I belatedly notice a gun laying only a foot from where I am, so close I could reach it. What a useless thing to come to me now. If I let go, Carter will die. I know it deep in my soul.
If I were to reach it, to manage to grab it and kill my father to end all of this, what point would there be in living?
I’d rather die like this, doing everything I can to save the one I love, than live knowing I let him die.
My eyes move from the gun to the portrait of his family home and I close my eyes, pressing my cheek to Carter’s chest as I hold him tighter. I can’t feel his chest moving anymore though. I don’t hear him breathing either.
“Choose your family, Aria. Step aside and let me finish him. I forgive you,” my father stresses the last sentence. Slowly, I look to him. His eyes glass over as he grips the gun tighter. “It doesn’t matter what happened before, but now you need to listen to me. You need to act like the woman you were raised to be,” my father tells me and instead of hearing him I only hear Tyler’s words.
I can’t look at my father, or the gun.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. Not to my father, but to the version of me that could have done better. To the hopes of what could have been and then I remember, I remember the small life inside of me and I cry harder. I mourn all of us and what we may have been had fate treated us better.
“Forgive me,” I cry into the crook of Carter’s neck and then I hear that voice again, the one I’ve only heard in my terrors. Hold him tight, or else he’ll die.
“I am,” I whisper to no one.
And with that I hear my father whisper how his own daughter betrayed him and then he tells me goodbye with a gunshot following close behind. The bullet is loud and it makes my shoulders jump, but I stay close to Carter, clinging to him with everything I have.
I know I heard it. I swear I did, but I felt nothing. Nothing at all.
My eyes open slowly, and I’m too afraid to breathe. I know I heard him shoot, but it didn’t hit me. A long moment passes before I hear a body fall. First a thud and then a louder thump. I have to turn around, to face the desk to see my father, laying on his belly on the floor, his eyes staring ahead of him but looking at nothing as blood pools around him, spilling from the hole in his cheek.
A second passes, tick.
I can’t do anything. The scream is silent.
Another second passes, tock.
And that’s when I notice movement from behind the desk.
My eyes travel up the suit pants, to the fitted shirt covered in blood.
Nikolai’s expression isn’t cold, it isn’t angry. He’s heartbroken as he lowers his gun and I watch him swallow.
“Do you want to tell them it was you? Or should we tell them I did it?” he asks me and his last word is strangled. He looks between Carter and myself and I can’t even answer him. I can’t think about anything but how long it’s been since I’ve felt Carter’s heartbeat.
A weak pulse is the only response I get at that thought.
“Help me,” I plead with him.





CHAPTER 152
Aria

They took him away. They took him away from me. Jase pried my fingers back and Sebastian pulled me away as I screamed. The memory loops over and over again, but it’s not me. I’m merely watching it happen like the scenes of a movie.
“It hurts so much,” I struggle to say out loud and I don’t know who can hear me because I don’t even know who’s around me.
“You need to change, Aria.” I hear Jase’s voice, and the tremors rocking through my body only pick up.
“Is he okay?” I cry the words and he lets me fall into his embrace. When I look forward, Nikolai is watching. He saved me. He saved Carter.
“They’re doing what they can,” is all Jase tells me in hushed words, as if we shouldn’t be talking and the tears fall, but I don’t cry any longer. Instead I take in the room. I take in everyone. How did I even get down the stairs? How did I get here, and why are Nikolai and my father’s men in the same room with Jase and Sebastian? There are other men here too. Men from both sides.
My face is hot; my pulse runs fast. Before I can beg him to take me to Carter, and bring him back to see me, I hear another voice.
“This truce isn’t going to last long.” Brett’s voice carries through the room along with the sound of several guns.
The sound of guns raised quickly behind me, and seeing guns on all sides, heats my blood.
“Put them down.” The words are torn from me and I’m quick to push Jase away. I’m walking on shaky legs, but with purpose until I rip the gun from his hand.
This war is over.
The bloodshed is over.
I’m fucking done with it.
A look of shock is written on Brett’s face, but I have no mercy for him. There is no mercy for anyone, not anymore.
“There’s been more than enough death today.”
Carter. My heart rips in half at the thought of him dying. He’s barely hanging on and I’m not by his side. I can’t stop seeing his face. Or hearing the way he said my name.
The gun is hot in my hands and I turn to my left. Standing in front of the staircase, I slam the gun down on the table, shaking the precious vase my mother used to fill with flowers when I was a child. I declare, “I won’t allow any more to happen.” The darkly spoken words leave me even though I turn to no one.
In my periphery, I barely see the men lower their guns. Their eyes burn into me, wondering if I have any authority, and I wonder the same.
This needs to end, and I need to go to Carter. It’s all I can think as the emotions well up in my throat.
“We want Romano dead,” Jase speaks and his voice carries through the large space and all the way up to the tall ceilings.
“Fight with me,” I tell him, hardening my words and feeling the anxiety stretch in every limb I have. Every inch of my body is hot. Every pulse seems loud and hard.
“Someone needs to pay for all this. And that man is Romano,” I whisper to Jase, although it’s loud enough for all in this room to hear.
“My father is dead, but I won’t let anyone else die, not on your side,” my voice tightens as I tell him, looking Jase in the eyes, “and not on mine. Is that understood?”
Jase’s lip quirks. “It is,” he says, and then turns to Nikolai.
“What about your father?” Brett asks me.
“He betrayed my mother and his loyalty,” I speak up although my words are choked. I don’t know what to think or believe; all I know is that he’s dead and my mother is never coming back. I don’t have any answers, I’ll never have a way to acquire them. “My father’s reign is over, and that’s all that matters.”
“Who reigns now?” someone to my right asks and the room resonates with the sound of shifting feet.
“We reign together.” I don’t hesitate to speak up. My voice is clear and carries strong conviction. “Until Romano is ten feet under, that’s the top priority for all of us.” I feel lightheaded with the tense air and the lack of a clear answer. “Right?” I push out the word, daring either Nikolai or Jase to disagree.
“Cross.” The word is practically spit from Nik’s mouth and the air thickens and practically suffocates me as I watch the men meet face to face.
“What’s the status of your war, Hale?” It’s been a while since I’ve heard anyone call Nikolai by his last name.
“My war?” he asks with a crease in his forehead, stepping up to Jase.
“I don’t want to fight,” Jase tells him easily, letting his tense shoulders fall and moving his hand away from his gun. My heart pitter-patters and Nik steps back slightly. “I agree with Aria,” Jase says and swallows thickly, looking Nikolai in the eyes. “I side with her on this. We all fight together.”
“You were on his side before,” Nikolai comments as whispers spread through the room like wildfire. The hissing of the words doesn’t stop when Jase speaks up along with Sebastian, explaining that Romano is now an enemy and they would rather side with me and my family than with Romano any longer.
“I have to admit, I’m surprised to still see you here,” Brett says after a moment of quiet to Sebastian. “It’s been a long time since you’ve come around.” The air between the two of them is easy. They must know each other. Maybe from a time before this, I’m not sure.
“I chose my side.”
“And what side is that?”
“The one with Aria.”
My cousin’s lips kick up into a half smirk. “I like that side,” he tells Sebastian.
“You need men?” Jase asks and Nikolai answers, “We need guns.”
“We have guns,” Sebastian says easily as he leans against the wall.
“We can come to an agreement,” I say to break up the conversation, ready for it to end. “There will be no more death between us.” My voice carries a note of finality with it and no one disagrees as I walk to the end of the staircase, staring up its vacant space as I grip the railing.
The side of the house it leads to gives me an eerie feeling. A sickness in my gut. A fear that doesn’t come from logic or truth.
The type of fear that lingers and creeps up on you. A fear of what has passed and is no longer. Death is stained in these halls. And with death, darkness.
“Where is Carter?” I ask and turn quickly, facing each man who was in that room, each man who pried me away from Carter as he lay on the floor, bleeding out with no sign of stopping.
Nikolai doesn’t answer, and neither does Sebastian. The men on my father’s side are quiet, but they watch me. I don’t care if they do.
They should all know. I love him. I chose him.
“We didn’t have time for the doctor to come to us. He’s in the hospital,” Jase answers me.
“And?” I ask, the word barely spoken.
“And we’re waiting.”
I won’t cry in front of these men. I won’t cry with an army watching my every move, an army who need strength and decisiveness. So I only nod.
“Aria, I’ll handle this,” Sebastian tells me and my cousin nods at him.
“What do we do with the house?” Connor asks. I’ve just learned he’s Nik’s second-in-command. “The cops may stay back, but reporters are going to come soon.”
The men start to talk. A few at once, and I cut them all off.
“Burn it down.” The words come from a place of hurt. A place of pain. “Burn this house to the ground,” I give each word the hate they’ve earned before turning calmly to the men, still gripping the railing and telling them, “It was a house fire… and nothing more.”
Silence and shock greet me. The house is eerily quiet, and from this day on, that’s all it will ever be.
I don’t know if these men will stick to the quick truce we’ve made or what will happen once I leave, but I’m done with all of it. The useless killing and the constant threats especially.
Before a single man can respond, I hold Jase’s gaze and demand, “Take me to him.” Finally releasing the railing, I step forward, my pace confident even as I fall apart, and head to the door. My stride doesn’t slow and it doesn’t wait for anyone.
I need Carter.
The war has changed; the players have transitioned, and pawns have been taken.
None of it matters if he dies though.
I need Carter.
   
ARE YOU OKAY?
I stare at the message on my phone for the longest time. The hospital’s waiting room is vacant with the only exceptions being Addison and myself. I only left Carter’s side because the nurse said I had to. Only four people are allowed to be in the room at one time. Sebastian and Carter’s three brothers wanted to see him and I’d been in there since the moment we got here. It’s been ten hours now.
I slept by his side, my hand in his and my cheek on the edge of his bed. I was only in and out of sleep though and each time I fell to the depths of a dream, he was there, waiting for me.
He holds me in my dream and tells me it’s okay. But it’s not. It’s not okay. And I tell him that over and over again. He needs to come back to me. I need him here. I can’t live without him.
With tears clouding my vision, I look at the message again and instead of answering Nikolai, I ask him the same.
Are you?
It took me a while to message him back, but his reply is immediate: My answer depends on yours.
“You okay?” Addison asks, breaking the silence in the room. The only sound is a clock at the far end of the waiting room clicking each time the numbers change. It mocks us.
Swallowing down the ragged lump in my throat, I grab her hand when she reaches for mine and I squeeze tight, but then I let her go, moving it back to my phone. “Just a message,” I answer her weakly. Everyone asks if I’m okay, as if that’s even a possibility right now.
Wiping under my eyes gently with the sleeve of the baggy black hoodie Sebastian gave me, I shake my head.
“I’m right here,” Addison says with a weak smile that doesn’t last. It merely flickers on her face.
“And I’m here for you,” I tell her back and she leans into me, resting her head on my shoulder for just a moment before bringing her knees into her chest and wrapping herself in the blanket Daniel gave her. The waiting room is so cold. But I suppose it’s better that way.
I didn’t expect for this to happen. I finally answer Nik.
For what? he asks.
I want to tell him – all of it. To be taken, to fall in love, to learn who I am and what I want. I haven’t told Addison or anyone about the baby. Only a nurse, who I confided in because I was scared with everything that had happened. I was scared the baby would be gone. She said she wouldn’t be able to tell me unless I was at least six weeks pregnant. So now, it’s a matter of waiting.
It’s all a matter of waiting.
Talk to me. Where are you? Nik messages me.
Hospital. He’s not okay. As I write the last word and press send, that sick feeling of loss weighs me down.
You really love him? Nik answers me with the question and I don’t wait to tell him that I do. To admit it.
I want to stay with him, Nikolai. I need him to be okay.
I wait and wait this time as he types but doesn’t send anything. All I’m given is a bubble of dots, letting me know he’s there, but the words don’t come.
I don’t want to lose you, I write to him before he can answer. I can feel him slipping away in my heart. As if him realizing I truly love Carter and Carter loves me, is the last string breaking that once held us together.
He’ll never let us be friends. If I was him, I wouldn’t.
I know he’s right, but it hurts. Saying goodbye is never easy.
I won’t work under him, Aria. I have to leave.
I don’t even know if he’ll be all right, I message him back. It’s selfish of me to want for him to be there for me, even knowing this is goodbye, but Nikolai has always let me be selfish. He’s always loved me. And I’ll forever love him. Just not the way I love Carter, and he deserves for someone to love him that way. Everyone needs someone to love like this. With your whole body and soul. To be consumed by it.
He’ll be okay. Carter knows how to fight. And there’s no way he’d let me have you. He’ll come back just to keep me from you.
Nik’s words break me. I know this will be the end of us and whatever we had. All he’ll ever be anymore is a memory.
I’ll always be here for you, but you have to reach out to me. I won’t be something that comes between the two of you. I’m here for you, but when he comes back to you, you know I can’t be there anymore.
I love you, is all I can tell him. My last words to him.
Always, he messages back. His last words to me.
He’s right. I already know Nikolai is right. Whether he’s just a friend or more, doesn’t matter. It’s either Nikolai or Carter and between the two, there’s no decision to be made. It was always Carter.
But he needs to come back to me.
“I need you,” I whisper the words, gripping my phone in both of my hands as I lean forward, praying to anyone who will listen.
The last time the doctor came out, they said the surgery was done. It’s only a matter of whether or not he’ll wake up. And they don’t know that he will.
He can’t leave me like this. It’s all I keep thinking. How selfish am I in this moment, but I am. I need him. Carter can’t leave me. He can’t leave me alone. Not when it’s finally over. My hand slips to my belly. Not when I didn’t even tell him he has another life to care for.
My bottom lip wobbles as I let my head fall back against the hard wall and stare up at the stark white ceiling of the waiting area outside Carter’s room.
“I need you,” I whimper the words and I don’t know if I’m speaking to Carter, the man I love who can do nothing but try to survive, or my mother. Praying to her to do something. To save him and to keep me from being left alone in this cold world.
“I need you,” the whispered plea that comes from me is ragged as I close my eyes.
The last time I spoke these words like this was when I held my mother’s dead body as she lay on the floor. In the room above where my father used to work.
My eyes slowly open as Carter’s story comes back to me.
He said I knocked on the door.
He said I told my father I needed him.
He claims it was my voice.
And all the while I thought he was wrong because I never went to that side of the house. Not since I last spoke those very words and my mother died. All because I swear I used to feel her there. I never roamed to that side; it scared me to even think of going, because I felt her and I know she was angry. Bitter and waiting for something I couldn’t give her.
Slowly the twine unravels in my mind. The truth pricks chills down my spine.
I don’t know who knocked on the door. I don’t know if that’s why my father stopped and let Carter go or not.
But I know where those words came from.
How could my words, spoken on the floor above Carter when my father nearly beat him to death, be echoed years later? How could he have heard my pleas and think they were meant for him?

I NEVER KNOCKED on the door, that wasn’t me, but I did cry out, “I need you.” Only it was years before Carter would ever be brought into the room beneath the bedroom where my mother was murdered.
Those words were given to my mother. I spoke them, I know I did.
But they weren’t for Carter. They were never meant for him or my father.
Years later, I think my mother gave them to him. She gave them to a vulnerable boy on the brink of death, so close to the edge of a place she lingered. She gave them to him, a helpless boy caught in a horrid place, who would turn into a ruthless, merciless man. And he would one day, give her revenge in return.
The story is there, tickling the edge of my mind, and it keeps me frozen in my seat, gripping the edge of the chair.
The last few months play out in my head, slow motion for some moments, and only glimpses for other scenes.
The only reason I fell into Romano’s trap was because Nikolai took my drawing pad… the one that had my mother’s picture in it.
I only fought for it because of the picture.
Swallowing is futile; my pulse quickens and an anxiety I haven’t felt since I ventured into the east wing of my father’s house returns. The wing where my mother died.
I remember the way I felt when I stabbed Stephan. My skin felt like ice. And there was a hand, a hand over mine that wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop stabbing him. The thought is sobering to my tired mind. The exhaustion that weighs my eyelids down seems to vanish as I try to swallow, each of the events that have led me to this point falling into place in my mind like puzzle pieces.
A chill spreads over my skin as I hold on to the armrest of the chair with a white-knuckled grip. My blood runs even colder, and I can’t shake it. I can’t shake the freezing fear that flows through me. It’s something unnatural and my thoughts make no sense. It’s not truth. It’s not real. It’s only a coincidence.
Still, I turn slowly, ever so slowly to Addison and ask her, barely breathing the words, “Do you think the ones we lost stay with us forever in some way?”
“Ria,” Addison breathes out as she takes my hand in both of hers, freeing it from gripping the armrest and pats the top of it soothingly. “He’s going to make it,” she says and her voice is hoarse with emotion.
I shake my head, rubbing under my eyes with the hand she doesn’t have and telling her, “No, not him. Not Carter.” A second passes, one painful beat in my chest before I look into her soft gaze and ask, “Do you think others, others we loved but who have passed stay with us?”
She searches my gaze for only a moment before nodding her head.
“They must.” Her answer is final with no room for doubt.
At the same time as the doctor walks through the doorway, heading straight to us, Addison adds, “Even death can’t sever love.”





CHAPTER 153
Carter

She was here. I know it. I can still smell the soft citrus scent of her shampoo. As death threatened to drag me to hell where I belong, I swear I heard her sing for me. The cadence of her sweet, feminine voice, carried past the damnation I knew was sure to come and I clung to it.
I will forever cling to her.
I could hear her, even feel her, but I couldn’t open my eyes. I couldn’t speak either. All I wanted to do was to tell her I love her. But I couldn’t.
I would rather her pull a gun out on me any day than to lose her.
Knock, knock. The door creaks open as the knocks filter into the room.
A trot in my chest proves I’m still waiting on Aria, but it’s not her. My brothers come in, but Aria’s not here. For a split second, I think maybe it was all in my mind. That she wasn’t here at all.
Maybe it was only a dream.
Fear consumes every piece of me. She didn’t die in my place. Aria can’t die. No!
“Aria,” I breathe her name and Sebastian tells me she’s okay. She’s in the hall waiting.
A sharp pain shoots through my chest, a pain I’ve never felt before and I can hear the beeping of a machine over and over as I grimace.
“You don’t have to sit up,” Daniel tells me, moving to my side and trying to keep me from moving. I want to go to her. To see her. “Don’t overdo it,” I hear Jase tell me. As my head starts to feel lighter, I focus only on breathing.
“Fuck off,” I say and shove him away, ignoring the heat of an agonizing pain rip up my right side. I seethe inwardly and in that moment, at this weak moment in my life, the door opens and Aria’s there.
It’s all like a dream. My body slumps back, my focus entirely on her and the way her eyes lift to mine, brightening at the sight of me looking at her.
“Just relax,” Jase tells me as he drags a chair across the room, cutting off my path to Aria for a split second and again I try to get up and go to her, but it fucking hurts.
Daniel tries to push me back down, a gentle push, but he can fuck off.
He doesn’t need to do a damn thing anyway; the pain is enough to keep me from moving. It’s such a sharp pain, I can feel it everywhere. It heightens the slight twinge from the needles in my arm. The pressure on my chest feels like too much.
All of this pain is negligible though. She’s here. We survived.
“I’m fine,” I grit through my teeth, refusing to take my eyes away from her.
“Have it your way,” Daniel says then raises his hands and backs up to lean against the wall in front of me. His head rests against the cream walls, next to a painting of some church. Seeing it reminds me where I am. The doctor came in a moment ago. Saint Francis Hospital is small and off a back road. They’re also now equipped with two dozen men outside this room, this hall, and this building.
The doctor said I need at least a week in bed. I’ll give it two days.
I want to be home. With Aria.
I won’t stay here for long.
“How are you doing?” Jase asks me and I give him a side-eye.
“Fucking peachy,” I answer him. My heart tightens as I watch Aria take a half step closer. Her fingers wring around one another nervously. She’s still quiet and hasn’t said a word.
I remember those last moments, but I also remember that she ran away.
And the last time we were alone… I remember that too. How she cuffed herself to the bed at my command. At my arrogance.
Never again. I’ll never let it happen again.
“What happened?” I hate that I have to ask and the knot in my throat nearly suffocates me knowing that regardless of what happened when I blacked out, my songbird went through it alone. I wasn’t strong enough for her.
I failed her.
My throat constricts when Jase tells me Nikolai killed her father. He shot him and now we have a truce. One built on the condition that we join forces to eliminate Romano.
Nikolai was her knight in shining armor. I knew I’d owe him, but I never imagined I’d owe him for my own life.
“Romano is the new target then,” I tell Jase with a tight voice, letting go of the jealousy and the hate I have for the first love Aria ever had. I force the semblance of a smirk to my lips as I shift on the bed. Every movement exacerbates the pain of the needles digging into my arms.
I needed a blood transfusion. Three ice cold bags of the shit. I may not have been able to speak or even open my eyes. But I felt it. I felt everything as I hovered the edge of death, fighting to get back to Aria, moving toward the sound of her mournful hums.
“It’s the right move to go after Romano. We can let Talvery’s men choose what position they take afterward, but for now, Romano is the only enemy,” Jase says and Daniel agrees.
“I know.” I swallow gravely and watch Aria in my periphery. My brothers may be in front of me, but I couldn’t give two shits about them. I don’t care about the war. The territories. I don’t care about anything other than never putting Aria in the line of fire again.
“He knows we fucked him.” Jase’s voice is even as he slips his hands into his pockets. I can see through his jeans how he balls them into fists before releasing them and then does it all over again as he speaks.
My heartbeat is faint and the voices around me are nothing but muted white noise as I stare at him. The soft beeps of the monitor continue all the while I have to force myself to focus on what they’re saying.
All I want to do is make sure we’re all right. I need to know that Aria and I are all right and that she forgives me. For everything.
I’m so fucking weak for her.
She has me in every way she can. Forever more.
“With Aria being seen and involved, the Talvery men won’t turn on us.” He peeks over his shoulder and pauses, seemingly biting his tongue before adding, “For now.”
I gauge Aria’s response, but she gives away nothing. Nothing at all. Her small frame doesn’t even sway as she keeps her focus on me. On the tubes that connect to the needle in my veins and the monitors on my chest. I wish I could rip the fuckers out right now. I don’t want her to see me like this.
I may be weak for Aria, but I won’t be like this, confined to this bed, for long.
“Nikolai won’t betray us so long as he thinks Aria is safe,” Jase says.
“Nikolai won’t betray us,” Aria speaks for the first time, her voice hard as she gives her full attention to Jase, daring him to deny what she’s saying is true. “He’ll keep his word.”
“The war between our families is over. We’ll act as one.” Aria’s strength and determination are barely offset by the raw emotion in her voice. The reluctance to accept anything else will be her downfall. But I’ll catch her. And I will bend to her volition as best I can.
“For now,” Daniel speaks up. “Someone from your ranks may want to go their own way, to take men and rally against you, Aria. But for now, Nikolai is on our side. And even if they split off, we can let them. We don’t need to fight for their territory.”
Aria assesses him, her chest not moving as she refuses to breathe. With a single nod, she gives way to what may happen. I’ve seen it before, small factions separating. Generally, it ends with bloodshed, but we’ll handle that when the time comes.
Jase holds her stare for only a moment before nodding once. “Either way,” he speaks to me, “Romano is a dead man. He can hide in his safe house all he wants. I’ll find him. I’ll kill him.”
“Another day and the enemies change,” Daniel comments.
“We can talk about it once you’re feeling better,” Jase says.
“You and Sebastian handle this, plan the attack, but keep me informed.” The ease with which I give up control shocks Jase, if his raised eyebrow is any indication.
“I have other things to attend to.” As I speak, my hand grips the edge of the bed and I wish it was Aria’s hand. I need her close to me. I need to know every piece of us fits back together how it should, how it was meant to all along.
I need her to love me.
That’s all I need.
“One more thing,” Jase tells me, rocking on his heels just as Daniel kicks off the wall, ready to leave us alone. Jase can’t get the fucking hint.
“What?” I don’t hide my annoyance in the curt response. But it only makes both of my brothers smile.
“Do you remember that woman in the Red Room?” Jase asks me and I feel the pinch in my forehead as I shake my head no.
He lets out an exasperated sigh but says it doesn’t matter. “Her sister is the girl we met in the Red Room. Jennifer something. She died and her sister is causing a scene. She’s making threats and calling the cops.”
“Who is she?” I ask him, wondering why the fuck we should care. Plenty of assholes call the cops on us when they don’t know any better. We pay the cops to tell us exactly who and why. And we pay them well.
“The sister of the girl who wound up dead. The one we questioned about the SL stash bought in bulk.”
I peek at Aria, who squirms where she stands, her gaze shifting from me to Jase.
“And?” My heart races, wondering what she’s thinking.
“I figured I’d stop by and see what she knows.”
“And how are you going to get that information?” Aria asks, again speaking up but only to make her presence known as well as her newfound authority.
“Don’t worry, Miss Talvery,” Jase rolls her name off her tongue, “I’ll be a gentleman.”
“I don’t believe you,” she tells him but the hint of a smile graces her lips.
“Do you need someone to come with you?” Daniel asks and it’s only then that I realize how tired he is. How tired they all are.
“I can go on my own – I just wanted you to know,” he tells Daniel and then looks back at me.
It’s quiet in the room for a moment and every second that passes, I wonder if he’s all right. Ever since Marcus told us the truth about Tyler’s death, sadness and despair have clouded Jase’s eyes.
“Are you okay?”
Agony ripples through his dark blue eyes, but he plays it off. He’s always handled hardship that way. “You’re asking me when you’re the one strapped to a fucking bed?”
“I’ll only be here for a day or two.” I keep my voice low and warning. “Remember that.”
Daniel’s chuckle is genuine, but Jase’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”
Shaking my head, I say, “Nothing.”
“Is that all?” Daniel asks Jase and he responds by holding up a finger. He goes on to tell me about the money coming in and how the last week’s been fucked. How another shipment of sweets was stolen. I don’t fucking care anymore. I just don’t care. He can take on the problems now.
All the while Jase speaks, Aria’s eyes don’t leave me. I can feel her gaze burning into me. My flesh. My very soul.
“Could you guys give us a minute?” I ask my brother as a spike of pain ricochets up my right side, from my toes to my hip and up the back of my shoulder and down the front. My entire body is in agony.
But it’s my chest that hurts the most. The pain that fills the vacant hollowness of my chest where there should be warmth. I finally look at Aria, letting my gaze roam down her small body. Her thin cotton shirt is wrinkled, presumably from waiting in the chairs all this time for me to wake up.
Please God, let her have waited for me. It must mean something for her to be here. I don’t remember everything that happened, but I’m sure I told her I loved her. I’m certain if ever there were words I would utter as death came to take me away, they would be only those that spoke of what she meant to me. Everything.
“I need to speak with Aria.”





CHAPTER 154
Aria

“ Please forgive me.” I’ve asked him so many times tonight. This time it’s to his face while he’s conscious, not while his eyes are closed and he’s far away from me, close to death’s door and never able to hold me again.
The second the door closed, I couldn’t help but to plead once more for him to forgive me. “I shouldn’t have left.” I let the words fall from my lips as I make my way closer to him.
He has the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen, but the specks of silver pierce into me… always. The way he looks at me, as if I only exist to be consumed by him, will haunt me until the day I die. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
I’m dying inside being this far away from him. I need to touch him, to hold him and make sure he’s really here. My heart doesn’t believe he’s all right. And it hurts inside of me like no other pain I’ve ever felt.
“As long as you forgive me, I’ll forgive you of any and every sin you’ve ever dared commit. Just love me. All I want is you, Aria. I can’t lose you.” His last words are strained, the pain of his wounds showing even with the steady drip of the IV forcing painkillers into his veins.
I can’t even think about forgiving him, knowing it didn’t have to end like this. I didn’t have to run. It seems childish now, standing in front of him, seeing the consequences of my fear and my rash decision to hide the truth from him and flee from it all.
“Carter,” I say, and his name is a tortured word on my tongue. “I’m so sorry,” I utter painfully as I reach for him, getting closer to the hospital bed and letting my hand fall onto his forearm. My legs are weak; I’m barely able to stand seeing him like this.
My beast, hooked up to a machine and riddled with pain. All because of me and my foolishness.
“Forgive me,” I can barely get the words out, letting everything between us fall. Every pretense, every wall. There’s no room for any of it between us. “I shouldn’t have run from you.”
“I forgive you.” His deep voice is raw. “I already told you I have. All I want is you.”
All the words I wanted to tell him are strangled in the back of my throat, refusing to come out at the sight of him.
“We aren’t perfect. And if I could, I’d go back and change the way we came to be, but I’ll be damned if I’d let you go.”
He’s saying everything I dreamed he’d say, but I still have to tell him and I can’t.
I can’t bear to tell him why I left.
“It’s okay, songbird,” Carter tells me, soothing me and luring me to come even closer. “I love you,” he whispers and that breaks me. Finally, and completely, I break for him. Every piece of me shatters.
And I’ve never felt more complete in my life. Thoroughly ruined for the man I love.
There’s one secret left. One small truth that could change everything. And it won’t be kept hidden any longer.
“Do you want to know something?” I ask him, feeling the tension in my body increased with anxiety. The secret I’ve been holding is going to swallow me whole unless I give it the freedom to be spoken.
With his gaze tired, the exhaustion of everything weighing down the strength Carter possesses, he brushes my cheek with his knuckles, and I take his hand in both of mine.
“Anything and everything,” he tells me and lets out a deep exhalation.
With a small smile wavering on my lips, I let out the secret just beneath my breath, “I think I’m pregnant. That’s why I ran.” The secret punctures my chest, creating a crater so deep it will never be filled if Carter’s reaction doesn’t mend the wound. “I didn’t know what to do.”
He may forgive me for keeping it from him. But I never will. In this moment, seeing and feeling with every piece of me how much he loves me, I can’t believe for a moment I ever dared to not tell him. To hide this from him.
A second passes and a thump in my chest feels raw and painful as pain and betrayal flash in his eyes.
“Pregnant?” he questions and I can only nod.
In the seconds that tick by without a response from him, without knowing what he’s thinking, the pain trickles into my veins and I creep closer to Carter, needing him to give me something.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper the words, feeling the remorse consume me. I was going to run away, and take his child with me. Tears fall freely down my cheeks. If he hated me, I would understand; there’s no way I would ever forgive him had he dared to do the same to me.
There’s a moment when someone looks directly into your soul, and you feel what they feel. The loss, the insignificance, the agony of being alone. I can feel it from him as he looks up at me and I can’t stand seeing it. My hand finds his and I squeeze it with both of mine, needing him to know I’m here now. “I don’t want to leave, and I regret it. I regret ever walking out that door,” I plead with him. And he squeezes my hand back before bringing my wrist to his lips and leaving a slow, tender kiss there. A kiss that feels like goodbye.
  
Finally, he speaks and it’s nothing that I ever expected. “I promise I’ll be a good father. I swear to you I will.”
I can’t speak.
“Give me a chance. Just one chance,” he begs me, as if I’d ever leave his side again. “I’ll be good to you, I’ll be a good father, I promise.” He swallows thickly.
“I’m ashamed at what I did and who I was. Please, Aria, we don’t have to tell him.”
“What?” I question him as I struggle to keep up with whatever he’s thinking. I know he’s not well now, he’s still in pain and on meds. He’s only just woken up. “Tell who?” I ask him, my heart racing.
“Our baby,” he says as he looks up at me and brings his hand to my cheek, his thumb running under my eye to brush away the tears gathered there. “We don’t have to tell them what a monster I was,” he whispers the strained words and I lose all composure, covering my mouth with my hand and falling into him. I’m mindful of my weight and make sure to keep it off of him, but my God do I need him to hold me. And I need to hold him.
In this moment and forever.
“I love you, Carter,” is all I can manage when I finally look up to him.
My breath and words leave me as a heat flows over me, taking every bit of the bitter cold and banishing it from me. I crash my lips to Carter’s and he’s quick to cradle my head with his hand, pinning me to him and deepening the kiss. His tongue slips between my lips and I grant him entry. Our tongues mingle and he massages mine with swift, possessive strokes.
I don’t breathe until he breaks away.
“I would do anything for you.” He says the words as if they’re a confession. “I swear, you are the only thing that matters to me. Nothing else matters. Only you and our baby.” As he speaks, his hand slips to my waist. He gazes at my midsection as if he can already see me swollen with our child. The very vision is what caused me to run in the first place.
“I’m scared.” The wretched confession makes me feel that much weaker.
“Don’t be.” Carter’s words are simple, but impossible.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I tell him, feeling the raw truth of fear lingering in the statement.
Carter’s eyes search mine as I climb into the small bed with him, needing to be closer to him and not giving a shit if there’s barely any room. I need my body pressed to his. I need to feel him breathing. The second he embraces me, my worries slip away, lost in the haze of knowing I’m where I’m supposed to be. Beside Carter Cross. Our present and our future tied together.
“We will rule. That’s what’s going to happen, my songbird.”
I can feel my heart twist in my chest, praying I’ll be the woman he wants me to be. Praying our lives can’t pull us apart anymore. And as my mind whirls with every possible outcome of what could be, I realize there’s not a damn thing that could tear me away from him. Not one fucking thing.
“Marry me. You belong with me, Aria.” Carter’s dark eyes pin me in place, taking my breath and refusing to give it back. “Marry me,” he repeats lowly, a barely spoken yet desperate whisper. His warm breath cradles my cheek as he lowers his lips to mine and gently kisses me before I can answer. With his forehead leaning against mine and his hand gripping my hip in place, he whispers his plea again. “Marry me.”
I cling to him, burying my head in his chest and breathing in the scent of a man I’m madly in love with as I nod my head and let the ragged whisper leave me with the desperation for all of this to be real, “Yes.” He’s alive. He’s with me. And he wants me as his partner, his wife, his love.
He lifts my head with both of his hands on my face and presses a soft kiss to my lips. It’s only then that I taste the salt of tears I hadn’t known I was shedding.
“You’re everything to me,” he whispers against my lips as he brushes away the tears with his thumb.
“Tell me everything is going to be all right,” I beg him. My words beg him. My body caves to his in the way it’s always willed me to. The moment I saw him, I knew deep in the marrow of my bones that I belonged to this man. The other half to my soul. Holding his life to mine is the worst thing I’ve ever felt in this world. Every second that passed, I was afraid to move, knowing he was bleeding out beneath me. He lost so much blood, he barely made it and I can’t help but to think that if I’d made the wrong move, if I hadn’t held him as tightly as I could for as long as I did, he wouldn’t be here anymore. I would have lost him.
“I never want you to leave me again. Never,” I whisper the last word, pushing myself closer to him; every inch of me that can be pressed against him is. And Carter does what he’s best at. He keeps me close, holding me to him as if I’ll fly away if only he loosened his grip. But I’ll never do that again. Never.
“As long as you love me, it will.” His words are whispered along my skin, sending a trail of goosebumps down my body as he plants a small kiss on my shoulder. “Because I love you.” His rough stubble grazes my shoulder, and I hope it scars me. I hope I can feel him, see him, have evidence of his love forever.
“I love you, Carter.” The truth is the easiest thing to speak in this moment. A raw confession that will save us from whatever is to come.
“I love you, songbird.” His rough voice is deep, the depths of sincerity so true, it numbs every pain inside of me. Every pain that’s ever existed.
   
DAYS HAVE PASSED since we came home.
It’s odd to think of this place as home, but that’s all it is to me now. It’s more of a home to me than my father’s place ever was. Simply because of the people in it.
“You need to take it easy.” I try to keep my voice from sounding like I’m nagging Carter, but every time he leans to his side on the bed to grab something from the bedside table, I see him grimace. “You’re still healing.”
I’m quick to reach over, careful not to put my weight on him and grab his phone for him. The vibrating of notifications is a constant, but even still, the moment I hand it to him, he silences it.
Jase and Sebastian have taken the lead while Carter’s been on bedrest at home. It’ll take time for the wounds to heal, even if my beast still thinks he’s untouchable.
I still can’t breathe around him. The fear of losing him won’t leave me.
“You keep saying that,” he remarks with the same evenness I give him, but the smile on his lips, the genuine happiness in his eyes, haven’t left him since I told him about the baby. Every time I look into his eyes, I see it and it’s so raw, so much so, that I can barely stand to hold his gaze.
“I’m serious, Carter,” I reprimand him although my actions are anything but. Moving to straddle him on the bed, the sheet slips around me, puddling behind us as I settle gently in his lap and take his stubbled jaw in my hands. “I need you,” I whisper.
The corners of his lips kick up, and his large hands wrap around my waist, gentle and comforting. I rest my forehead on his with my lips so close to his as he tells me, “I need you too.”
He gives me a quick kiss. And then another.
“Did you take another test?” he asks me and I can hear the playfulness in his voice. He thinks I’m odd for taking a pregnancy test every day, but I have my reasons. The line is supposed to stay strong and dark, because then it means the baby is still there and until the six-week mark is here, I need the tests for my sanity.
“Yes,” I tell him. I almost mention how Addison’s the one who told me. She said the line gets weaker if you lose the baby. She’s waiting like I am.
Instead, I’m distracted by a kiss on my neck. A languid one that makes my nipples pebble. His rough stubble runs along my skin, instantly making me wanton.
“You need to heal.” I practically hiss the words with longing as his lips move to the dip just below my collar and his right hand reaches up to my breast. Plucking my nipple between his fingers, he finally raises his gaze to my eyes and tells me, “All I need is you.”
He’s wrong though. There’s so much more he needs. Much more than I could ever give him.
He’s a wounded man, with scars so deep he can’t help but to be weighed down by them.
I’m still waiting on edge for something to come between us, but Carter seems hellbent on keeping us together. And so am I. I won’t allow for love not to be enough.
Carter’s fingertips glide easily up my neck, leaving goosebumps in their wake until he wraps his hands around my throat. His thumb runs down the underside of my chin and then lower, down to the center of my throat. His lips are parted just slightly, his breathing ragged as he hardens under me, his thick length pressing against me.
“I will do anything for you.” He utters the words with such an intensity before slowly raising his gaze to meet mine.
My damn heart belongs to him. It only starts beating when he looks at me like that. I swear it’s true. Whatever else it does when he’s not around isn’t what it’s doing now.
“You’re so intense,” I whisper, not knowing what else to say, but my words are lost in the haze of lust that lingers between us.
I don’t know if it’s the fact that I’m obviously hot for him or some other reason, but Carter gives me a lazy smirk before moving the back of his fingers up my silk shirt and gently pinching my nipple.
My natural instinct is to playfully smack him away, but he’s too quick, grabbing my wrist and pinning it behind me.
Even while I straddle him, he commands me.
“You make me this way,” he tells me with a deep voice and leans forward to kiss me at the same time as he pinches my hardened peak. I have to gasp as he does, breaking the kiss and arching my neck. He takes the moment to lightly run his teeth along my sensitized skin, and I know I’m done for. Any authority I had over him is gone.
Carter is an untamable beast. But I’ll be damned if I’d have him any other way.
“It all feels better when I’m with you,” he murmurs against my skin and his tone sounds raw and hints at the pain that will forever scar who we are. With both hands on his jaw, I stare deep into his eyes, bright with sincerity. “All of it,” he tells me.
“It’s going to be okay.” I offer him words I pray are true. I’d do anything for this man and without anything between us, nothing will keep us apart.
“Better than okay,” he says before kissing me sweetly, only breaking away to add, “I promise.”
  





CHAPTER 155
Jase

It was supposed to be me.
The car moves over a speed bump a little too fast, and my hard body sways in the sedan. My grip tightens on the wheel, and I try to swallow the hard lump that’s been suffocating me since I learned the truth about Tyler’s death.
It was a hit… on me. A fucking hoodie is the reason he’s ten feet in the ground and I’m still here, taking every day for granted.
Slowing at the stop sign, I let a deep breath calm the anxiety running through me. With a war raging and an unknown enemy taking pieces of us as he pleases, I don’t have time to get lost in the unfortunate past. No matter how much I long to go back. If only we could go back.
The hum of the engine as I roll over another speed bump keeps me in the present.
I shouldn’t have come out right now. Spending the afternoon in the burbs isn’t exactly on my normal to-do list.
But I had to get out of the house and away from my brothers. The regret and guilt and mourning that lingers in their eyes haunts me day and night. It was supposed to be me. It wasn’t.
There’s nothing I can do to change it. But I can pay Beth a visit and quiet her.
My keys jingle as the ignition turns off and the soft rumble of the engine is silenced.
Wiping a hand over my face, I get out of the car, not caring that the door slams as my shoes hit the pavement. The neighborhood is quiet and each row of streets is littered with picture-perfect homes, nothing like the home I grew up in. Little townhouses of raised ranches, complete with paved driveways and perfectly trimmed bushes. A few houses have fences, white picket of course, but not 34 Holley, the home of Bethany Fawn, also known as the woman who keeps raising hell at the Red Room. More recently she’s been calling the cops and demanding answers. She’s the woman who blames Carter for her sister’s untimely death. Her sister Jennifer, a girl we met in the Red Room weeks ago. A girl in a mess she couldn’t get out of, with a drug addiction she couldn’t kick.
I know all about wanting someone to blame and looking for answers to questions that don’t make any difference once you have them. Bethany’s hurt and angry, but she won’t find any answers from us. A simple warning should scare her off.
The skin over my knuckles tightens and the cuts from a few nights before crack open, sending a pain shooting up my arm. I welcome the seething reminder that I’m alive.
Knock, knock, knock. She’s in there, I can hear her. Time passes without anything but the sound of scuttling behind the door, but just as I’m about to knock again, the door opens a few inches. Only enough to reveal a peek of her.
Her chestnut hair falls in wavy locks around her face. She brushes the fallen strands out of her face to peek up at me.
“Yes?” she questions and my lips threaten to twitch into a smirk.
“Bethany?” Her weight shifts behind the door as her gaze travels down the length of my body and then back up to meet mine before she answers me.
The amber in her hazel eyes swirls with distrust as she tells me, “My friends call me Beth.”
“We haven’t met before... but I’ll happily call you Beth.” The flirtatious words slip from me easily, and slowly her guard falls although what’s left behind is a mix of worry and agony. She doesn’t answer or respond in any way other than to tighten her grip on the door.
“Mind if I have a minute?”
She purses her her full lips slightly as the cracked door opens an inch more to cautiously reply, “Depends on what you’re here for.”
My heartbeat gallops, trotting faster in my chest as the anxiety rises. I’m here to give her a warning. To stay the hell away from the Red Room and to get over whatever ill wishes she has for my brothers and me.
It’s a shame really; she’s fucking gorgeous. There’s an innocence, yet a fight in her that’s just as evident and even more alluring. Had I met her on other terms, I would do just about anything to get her under me and screaming my name.
The swirling colors in her eyes darken as her gaze dances over mine. As if she can read my thoughts and knows the wicked things I’d do to her that no one else ever could. But that’s not why I’m here, and my sick perversions will have to wait for someone else.
I lean my shoulder against her hard walnut front door and slip my shoe between the gap in the doorway, making sure she can’t slam it shut. Instead of the slight fear I thought may flash in her eyes as my expression hardens, her eyes narrow with hate and I see the beautiful hue of pink in her pale skin brighten to red, but it’s not with a blush, it’s with anger.
“You need to stay out of the Cross business, Beth.” I lean in closer, my voice low and even. My hard gaze meets her narrowed one, but she doesn’t flinch. Instead she clenches her teeth so hard I think they’ll crack.
With the palm of my hand carefully placed on the doorjamb and the other splayed against her door, I lean in to tell her that there are no answers for her in the Red Room. I want to tell her my brother isn’t the man she’s after, but before I can say a word she hisses at me, “I know all about Marcus and the drug and why you assholes had her killed.”
My pulse hammers in my ears but even over it, I hear the strained pain etched in her voice. Her breathing shudders as she adds, “You will all pay for what you did to my sister.” Her voice cracks as her eyes gloss over and tears gather in the corners of her eyes.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her as the anger rises inside of me. Marcus. Just the name makes every muscle inside of my body tighten and coil.
The drug.
Marcus.
Before I can even tie what she’s said together, I hear the click of a gun and she lets the door swing open, throwing me off-balance.
Shock makes my stomach churn as the barrel of a gun flashes in front of my eyes. She leans back, moving to hold the heavy metal piece with both hands. Lunging forward, still off-balance as fear stirs in my blood, I grip the barrel and raise it above her head, shoving her small body back until it hits the wall in her foyer.
Bang!
The gun goes off and the flash of heat makes the skin of my hand holding the barrel burn and singe with a raw pain. Her lower back crashes into a narrow table, a row of books toppling over and mail falls onto the floor as I stumble into her and finally pin her to the wall.
Her small shriek of fear is muted when I bring my right hand to her delicate throat. My left still grips the gun. She struggles beneath me but with a foot on her height and muscle she couldn’t match no matter how hard she tried, it’s pointless. Her heart pounds so hard, I feel it matching mine.
She yelps as I lift the gun higher, ripping it from her grasp. Both of her hands fly to the one I have tightening on her throat.
She tried to kill me. I can’t fucking believe it.
Barely catching my breath, I don’t let anything show except for the absolute control I have over her. The door is wide open and I’m certain someone would have heard. A faint breeze carries in from behind me and I take a step back, pulling her with me just enough so I can kick the door shut and then press her back to it. Her pulse slows beneath my grip and her eyes beg me for mercy as her sharp nails dig into my fingers. A second passes before I loosen my grip just enough so she can breathe freely.
Through her frantic intake, I lean forward, crushing my body against hers until she’s still. Until her eyes are wide and staring straight into mine. The sight of her, the fear, the desperation, the eagerness to live ... it thrills a dark side of me that’s been begging to be brought to the surface.
“You’re going to tell me everything you know about Marcus.” I lower my lips to the shell of her ear, letting my rough stubble rub along her cheek. “And everything you know about the drug.”
With a steadying breath, my lungs fill with the sweet smell of her soft hair that brushes against my nose.
I comb my fingers through her hair and let my thumb run along her slender neck before I lean into her, letting her feel how hard I am just to be alive. Just to have her at my mercy.
“But first, you’re coming with me.”
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A SINGLE GLANCE
A Single Glance

Book 1

I saw her from across the bar.
My bar. My city. Everything in that world belonged to me.
She stood out from the crowd, looking like she was searching for someone to blame for her pain.

That night, I felt the depths of my mistakes and the scars they left behind. With a single glance, I knew her touch would take it all away and I craved that more than anything.

I knew she would be a tempting, beautiful mistake.
One I would make again and again... even if it cost me everything.
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PROLOGUE
Bethany

I’ve learned to love the cold. To love the heat that comes after. To love his touch. Whatever bit of it he’ll give me.
Only when we’re in this room though. Outside of it, he’s still my enemy. And I’ll never forget that. But when I’m tied down and waiting for him to use me as he wishes… I live for these moments.
The edge of the knife drags down my body, the blade running along my bare skin and taking the peach fuzz from every inch of me. It doesn’t cause pain, but it leaves a sensitive trail that awakens every nerve ending it passes. Making me feel alive, so desperate and so conscious of how good it feels to long for something.
The knife travels down my collarbone carefully, meticulously, leaving a chill in the air that dares me to shiver as the sharp knife glides lower, down to the small mounds of my breasts. It’s so cold when he’s not hovering over me. The icy bite of the air alone has never brought pleasure, but knowing what’s to come, the draft is nearly an aphrodisiac.
All the heat I need is buried between my legs, waiting for him to move the knife lower, bringing with it his hands, his breath… his lips.
The desire stirs deep in my belly, then lower still. With my legs spread just slightly, my thighs remain touching at the very top, closest to my most bared asset. The temperature in the room is low, low enough to turn my nipples to hardened peaks. Sometimes he drags the tip of his knife up to the top of my nipples, teasing me, and when he does this time, I let my head fall back, feeling the pleasure build inside of me. The smallest touches bring the largest thrills.
He tortures me just like this; he has for weeks. At one point, it did feel like suffering, but I crave it now. Every piece of it. I only feel lust when I think about being at his mercy.
“I love you naked on this bench.” Jase’s deep voice is so low, I barely hear him. But I feel his warm breath along my belly as he moves his tongue to run right where the blade has just been.
He does this first every time, teasing me with the knife, shaving any trace of hair before moving on. He always takes his time, and part of me thinks it’s because he doesn’t want this to end either. Once the flames have all flickered out and darkness sets in, and the loud click of the locks in the barren room signal it’s over, that’s when reality comes rushing back.
The war. The drugs. All of the lies that leave a tangled web for me to get lost in.
I don’t want any of it.
I want to swallow, the need is there, but I know to wait until the blade is lifted, leaving me cold and begging for it back on my skin. Teasing me. It’s only once he pulls it back that I dare to swallow the lump in my throat and turn my head on the thick wooden bench to look at him.
Jase Cross.
My enemy. And yet, the only person I trust.
Fear used to consume me in these moments, but as the rough rope digs into my wrists, not an ounce of it exists. His dark eyes flicker, mirroring the flames of the fireplace lining the back wall of the room.
My gaze lingers as he swallows too, highlighting the stubble that travels from his throat up to his sharp jawline. That dip in his neck begs me to kiss him. Right there, right in that dip, as if he’s vulnerable there.
With broad shoulders and a smoldering look in his dark eyes, Jase is a man born to be powerful. His muscles rippling in the fire’s light as he looks down at me force my heart to flicker as well.
The gold flecks in his irises spark, and I’m lost in a trance. So much so that I freely admit what I never have before as I say, “I love it too.”
I swear I see the hint of a smile tugging the corners of his lips up, but it’s gone before I’m certain.
I shouldn’t have said that. I shouldn’t have given him more power than he already has.
Jase Cross will be my downfall.





JASE
One month earlier

It’s a sloppy mistake. I never make a mistake like this. Never. Yet, staring at the bit of blood still drying on my oxfords, I know I’ve made a mistake that could have cost me everything.
And it’s all because of her. She’s a distraction. A distraction I can’t afford.
The thick laces run along my fingertips as I untie them, and as I do, a bit of blood stains my fingers. Pausing, I contemplate everything that could have happened if I hadn’t seen it just now. I rub the blood between my fingers, then wipe it off with a napkin from my desk. Carefully, I slip off my shoes, shoving the napkin inside of one before grabbing a new pair from behind my desk and putting them on.
The pair with evidence of my latest venture will meet the incinerator before I leave my bar, The Red Room, tonight. Where all evidence is meant to be left.
“What do you think?” Seth asks me, and I turn my attention back to him. Back to the monitors.
She’s gorgeous. That’s what I think. With deep hazel eyes filled with a wild fire and full lips I’d silence easily with my own, even if she’s screaming on the security footage, she’s nothing but stunning.
Her anger is beautiful.
The bar and crowd would normally take my attention away from her, but I was there that night and I only saw her. The patrons from last week get in the way of seeing her clearly on the security footage though. I can barely make out her curves… but I do. Even if I can’t fully see them here, I remember them. I remember everything about her.
If I hadn’t been with my brother at the time and in a situation I couldn’t leave, I would have been the one to go to her. Instead, I had Seth throw her out. No one was to harm her, which isn’t the best example to set, but I wanted to tempt her to come back. I needed to see her again. If for nothing more than to serve as a beautiful distraction.
Running my thumb over the fleshy pads of my fingertips, I lean back in the chair, crossing my ankles under my desk and letting my gaze roam over every bit of her as he leads her out.
My voice is low, but calm as I comment, “She’s different here than she is in the file.”
“Anger will do that. She lost her fucking mind coming into your bar talking about calling the cops.”
Although my lips kick up into an asymmetric smile, a heaviness weighs down on me. There’s too much shit going on right now for us to handle any more trouble.
She’s a mistake waiting to happen. A delicate disaster in the making.
“How many days ago was this?” I ask, not remembering since the days have melded together in the hell that this past week was.
“Eight days; she hasn’t come back.”
“What do you want me to do?” Seth asks when I don’t respond.
“Show me the footage again.”
He’s my head of security at The Red Room, and over the years I’ve come to trust him. Although, not enough to tell him what I really want from her. How seeing her defy the unspoken rules of this world, seeing her slander my name, curse it and dare me to do anything to stop her… I’m harder than I’ve been in a long fucking time.
“She’s irate about her sister,” Seth murmurs as the screen rewinds, then plays the footage of her parking her car, storming into the place, and demanding answers from a barkeep who doesn’t know shit.
None of them could have given her the answer she wants.
I recognize every movement. The sharpness of her stride, the way her throat tenses before she even says a damn thing. I bet she can feel each of her words sitting on the tip of her tongue, threatening to silence her before she’s even begun.
Even still, I find her beautiful. There is beauty in everything about what she did and how she feels.
“She lost her fucking mind,” he mutters, watching along with me.
Seth is missing something though, because he doesn’t know what I know. He doesn’t see it like I do.
She’s not just angry; she’s lonely. And more than that, she’s scared.
I know all about that.
The days go by so slowly when you’re lonely. They drag on and bring you with them, exaggerating each second, each tick of the clock and making you wonder what it’s all worth.
I can’t deny the ambition, the desire for more. There’s always more. More money, more power, more to conquer. And with it more enemies and more distrust.
It’s a predictable life, even amidst the chaos.
“I can understand why she’s looking for someone to blame.” I pause to move my gaze from the screen to Seth, and wait for him to look back at me. “But why us?” I ask him, emphasizing each word.
He shakes his head as he skims through the file he’s holding, an autopsy report and photographs of a body catching my eye in particular, although you can barely tell that’s what she was after washing up on shore. Dental records were needed to identify her, the poor woman.
“She thinks you and your brothers are responsible.”
“No shit,” I answer him, waiting for his attention before adding, “but why would she think that?”
Again he shakes his head. “There’s nothing here that would lead her to that conclusion. We didn’t touch the girl. Her sister wasn’t a threat to anything that we know of.”
My fingers rap on the desk as I think about Jennifer, the girl who died so tragically. I met her once, and I can imagine she got into far more trouble than she could handle.
“I’ll figure it out, Boss,” Seth tells me and I immediately answer, “Don’t go to her.”
His brow raises, but he’s quick to fix the display of shock. “Of course,” he replies.
“I’m arranging to see her shortly. Dig up everything you can on her and on her sister’s death.”
“Will do,” Seth says as he slips the papers back into the folder and then glances at the monitors once again. The paused image of Beth shows her leaning across the bar midscream, demanding answers. Answers I don’t have for her. Answers she may never get.
“The other reason I wanted to see you… I have those papers you wanted,” Seth says, interrupting my thoughts.
“What papers?”
“The ones about your brother.”
My brother.
There’s always someone to fight. Someone to blame.
It never stops.





BETHANY
Bethany
P eople mourn differently. My mother would turn in her grave if she knew I went to work last night instead of going to my sister’s funeral. My sister, Jennifer, was the only family I had left.
And instead of watching Jenny be put in the ground, beside my mother who’s been there for a decade, I worked.
Yes, my mother would turn in her grave if she knew.
But that’s because my mother had never been able to stand on her own two feet whenever there was a loss, or any day of the week, really. Let alone take on a sixteen-hour shift to avoid the burial of a loved one. The last loved one I had.
As I let out a flat sigh, remembering how she used to handle things, I watch my warm breath turn to fog. It’s not even late, but the sun has set and the dark winter night feels appropriate if nothing else.
The laughter coming from inside my house doesn’t though.
My heart twists with a pain I loathe. Laughter. On a night like tonight.
Gripping the door handle a little harder than I need to, I prepare myself for what’s on the other side.
Distant relatives chattering in the corner, and the smell of every casserole known to man invade my senses.
The warmth is welcoming as I close the door behind me without looking, only staring straight ahead.
Even as I lean my back against the cold door, no one sees me. No one stops their unremarkable conversations to spare me a glance. Bottles clink to my right and I turn just in time to see a group of my sister’s friends toasting as they throw back whatever clear liquor is in their glasses. My glasses.
With a deep breath, I push off the door. Focusing on the sound of my coat rustling as I pull it off, I barely make eye contact with an aunt I haven’t seen in years.
“My poor dear,” she says, and I notice how her lips purse even while she’s speaking. With a wine glass held away from her, she gives me a one-armed hug. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers.
Everyone is so, so sorry.
Offering her a weak smile, and somehow not voicing every angry thought that threatens to strangle me, I answer back, “Thank you.”
Her gaze drifts down to my boots, still covered with a light dusting of snow and then travels back up to my eyes. “Did you just get done with work?”
I lie. “Yes. Did the scrubs give it away?” The small joke eases the tension as she grips my shoulder. This isn’t the first time I’ve ventured to the bar before coming home. Although, this is the first time the house isn’t empty. And it’s the first time I’ve felt I truly needed a drink. I need something to numb… all of this.
“Would you like a drink?” she offers me and then tells a group of people I’ve never met goodbye as they make their way out of my house.
“How about some red wine. A nightcap, since it’s almost over?”
It’s. Is she referring to the evening? Or the wake?
The tight smile on my face widens and I tell her, “I’d like that.” My gaze wanders to the living room and I spitefully think that I’d like the four-year-old rummaging through the drawer of my coffee table to get out. They can all get out.
That thin smile still lingers on my lips when she brings me a glass and I nod a thanks, although I don’t drink it. Not because I don’t need one, but purely out of spite.
“Did the caterers bring everything?” I ask her politely, nodding a hello at a few family members who offer a pathetic wave in return. My mother was the black sheep of the family. Because of that, I couldn’t name half of the people in here even though I recognize their faces. She got a divorce when my dad skipped out on us, and the family essentially divorced her for not “trying harder” in her marriage.
So the majority of the people here, I’ve met only once or twice… usually at funerals.
“They did,” Aunt Margaret answers and I’m quick to add, “I’m glad everyone could come.”
I hate lies, but tonight they slip through my lips so easily. Even as the emotions make my throat swell up when I see the same group of girls doing another round of shots.
Maybe it makes me a hypocrite, seeing as how I just came from drowning myself in vodka and Red Bull at the bar down the street, Barcode. I tend to swing by after a lot of hard shifts, but that particular group doesn’t need any more drugs added in the mix.
“The funeral was beautiful.” My aunt’s words bring a numbness that travels down my throat and the false expression I’m wearing slips, but I force the smile back on my face when she looks up at me.
I take a sip of cheap Cabernet and let the anger simmer.
Beautiful.
What a dreadful word for a funeral.
For the funeral of a woman not yet thirty. A woman who none of these people spoke to. A woman I tried so desperately to save, because at one point in my life, she was my hero.
The glass hits the buffet a little harder than I wanted.
“Sorry I didn’t make it. I’m glad it went well.” My voice is tight.
“It was really kind of you to pay for everything… I know there’s nothing in the estate or…” she says, but her voice drifts off, and I nearly scream at her. I nearly scream at all of them.
Why are they doing this? Why put on a front as if they cared? They didn’t come to visit any of the times she was in the hospital. They didn’t pay a cent for anything but their gas to attend the funeral and come here. And whatever those fucking casseroles cost. All the while I know they were gossiping, wondering about everything Jenny had done to land herself in an early grave.
They’re from uptown New York and all they do is brag on social media about all their charity events. All their expensive dresses and glasses of champagne, put on full display every weekend for the charity that they so generously donated to.
I’m sure that would have been so much better.
Or maybe this alternative is their charity for the weekend. Coming to this fucking wake for a woman they didn’t care about.
I could scream at myself as well; why open my door to these people? Why tell my aunt the reception could be held here? Was I still in shock when I agreed? Or was I just that fucking stupid?
They didn’t see what happened to her. How she morphed into a person I didn’t recognize. How my sister got sucked down a black hole that led to her destruction, and not a single one of them cared to take notice.
Yet they can comment on how beautiful her funeral was.
How lovely of them.
“Oh dear,” my aunt says as she hugs me with both arms this time and I let her. The anger isn’t waning, but it’s not for them. I know it’s not.
I’m sorry they didn’t get to see those moments of her that shined through. The bits of Jenny that I’ll have forever and they’ll never know. I feel sorry for them. But her? My sister? I’m so fucking angry she left me here alone.
Everyone mourns differently.
The thought sends a peaceful note to ring through my blood as I hear footsteps approach. My aunt doesn’t pull away, and I find myself slightly pushing her to one side and picking up a cocktail napkin to dry under my eyes.
“Hey, Beth.” Miranda, a twentysomething string bean of a girl with big blue eyes and thick, dark brown hair, approaches. Even as she stands in front of me, she sways. The liquor is getting to her.
“Do you guys have a ride home?” I ask her, wanting to get that answer before she says anything else.
She blinks slowly, and the apprehension turns into hurt. She shifts her tiny weight from one foot to the other. Her nervousness shows as she tucks a lock of hair behind her ear, swallowing thickly and nodding. “Yeah,” she croaks and her gaze drops to the floor as she bites the inside of her cheek. “Sorry about last time,” she barely whispers before looking me in the eyes. “We’ve got a ride this time.”
It’s when she sniffles that I notice how pink her cheeks are – tearstained pink – not from drinking. Fuck, regret is a spiked ball that threatens to choke me as I swallow.
“I just don’t want you guys getting into another accident, you know?” I get out the words quickly in a single breath, and pick up that glass of wine, downing it as Aunt Margaret turns her back on this conversation, leaving us for more… proper things maybe.
Miranda’s quiet, looking particularly remorseful.
I don’t mention how the accident was in front of my house, five fucking feet from where they were parked. Miranda passed out after getting drunk with Jenny and some other people nearby. Her foot stayed on the gas and revved her car into mine, pushing both cars into my neighbor’s car until mine hit a tree. She could have killed them all. All four of them in the car, high and drunk and not caring about the consequences. Consequences for more than just them.
Her voice is small. “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. It was a bad night.”
A bad night? It was a bad month, and the start of me losing my sister. That night, I couldn’t turn a blind eye to it any longer.
“I just wanted to say,” she begins, but raises her voice a little too loud and then has to clear her throat, tears rimming her eyes. “I wanted to tell you I’m really sorry.” Her sincerity brings my own emotions flooding back, and I hate it. “I loved your sister, and I’m…” This time I’m the one doing the hugging, the holding.
“Sorry,” she rasps in a whisper as she pulls away. I look beyond her, at the groups of people in the dining room and past that to the kitchen. There are maybe twenty or thirty people in my house. And not a single one looks our way. They’re too busy eating the food I paid for and drinking my alcohol. I wonder if they even feel this pain.
“She had this for you.” Miranda pushes a book into my chest before running the sleeve of the thin sweater she’s wearing under her eyes. Black mascara seeps into the light gray fabric instantly. “Right before she went missing, while she crashed at my place, she couldn’t stop reading it.”
It takes me a moment to actually take the book from her. It’s thick, maybe a few hundred pages… with no cover. The spine’s been torn off and my name replaces it. Bethy. That’s what Jenny used to call me. The black Sharpie marker bled into the torn ridges of what the spine would have protected.
“What is it?” I ask Miranda, not taking my eyes from the book as I turn it over and look for any indication as to what story it is. I can feel creases in my forehead as my brow furrows.
Miranda only shrugs, the sweater falling off her shoulder and showing more of her pale skin and protruding collarbone. “She just kept saying she was going to give it to you. That you needed it more than her.”
My gaze focuses on the first lines of the book, skimming them but finding no recollection of this tale in my memory. I have no idea what the book is, but as I flip through the pages, I notice some of the sentences are underlined in pen.
He loves like there’s no reason not to. That’s the first line I see, and it makes me pause until the conversation pulls me away.
“Before she died, she told me things.” Miranda’s large eyes stare deep into mine.
Jenny told me things too. Things I’ll never forget. Warnings I thought were only paranoia.
As Miranda’s thin lips part, my boss, Aiden, walks up to us in a tailored suit and Miranda shies back. My lips pull into a tight smile as he hugs me.
“You’re dressed to the nines,” I compliment him with a sad smile, not bothering to hide the pain in my voice. Miranda leaves me before I can say another word to her. She ducks her head, getting distance from me as quickly as she can. My eyes follow her as Aiden speaks.
“You okay?”
My head tilts and my eyes water as I reply, “Okay is such a vague word, don’t you think?”
He’s older than me, and not quite a friend, but not just a boss either. The second my arms reach around his jacket, accepting his embrace, he holds me a little tighter and I hate how much comfort I get from it.
From something so simple. So genuine. My circle is small, but I like to keep it that way. And Aiden is one of the few people in it. He’s one of the few people I can be myself with.
“I heard you didn’t go… that it was today?” he asks me, although it’s more of a statement, my face still pressed against his chest.
I won’t cry. I won’t do it.
Not until I’m alone anyway. I can’t hide behind anger then. There’s nowhere to hide when you’re lying in bed by yourself.
“I couldn’t bring myself,” I tell him, intending on saying more, but my bottom lip wobbles and I have to pull away.
He’s reluctant, but he lets me and I find my own arms wrapping around myself. Looking back to where Jenny’s friends were, I notice they’re gone, along with a lot of the crowd.
Maybe they heard my unspoken wishes.
“You need to take time off.” Aiden’s words shock me. Full-blown shock me.
My head shakes on its own and I struggle to come up with something to refute him. Money seems like the most logical reason, but Aiden beats me to it.
“There was a pool at work, and the other nurses are giving you some of their days for PTO. You have your own banked, plus the bereavement leave. And I know you have vacation time too.”
“They don’t have to do that…” My voice is low, full of disbelief. At Rockford, the local youth mental hospital, I know everyone more than I should, especially the night shift. But I wouldn’t ever expect any of them to give me their time off. I don’t expect anything from anyone.
“They can’t do that. They’ll need those days for themselves.” They don’t even know me really. I’m taken aback that they would do such a thing.
“It’s a day here and a day there, it adds up and you need it.”
“I’m fine-”
“My ass you are.” Aiden’s profanity draws my gaze to his, and the wrinkles around his eyes seem more pronounced. His age shows in this moment. “You need time off.”
Time off.
More time alone.
“I don’t want it.”
“You’re going to take it. You need to get your head on right, Fawn.” His voice is stern as my body chills from a gust of air blowing into the dining room when my front door opens once again. More guests leaving.
“How many days?” I ask him, feeling defeat, so much of it, already laying its weight against me.
“You have six weeks,” he informs me and it feels like a death sentence. My heart sinks to the pit of my stomach as my front door closes with a resounding click.
With his hands on my shoulders he tells me, “You need to get better.”
Holding back the pain is a challenge, but I manage to breathe out with only a single tear shed. Six weeks.
The next breath comes easier.
I tell myself I’ll take some time off, but not to get better.
My breathing is almost back to normal at my next thought.
But to find the men responsible for what happened to my sister.
   
MY EYES ARE BURNING and heavy, but I can’t sleep.
I’m exhausted and want to lie down, but my legs are restless and my heart is wide awake, banging inside of me. I need to do something to take this agony away. Staring back at The Coverless Book beside me on the side table, I lean to the left, flicking on the lamp while still seated on my sofa.

The Coverless Book
Prologue

I’M INVINCIBLE. I tell myself as I pull the blanket up tighter.
My heart races, so fast in my chest. It’s scared like I am.
Jake is coming.
He’s going to see me here in my house, and then where could I possibly hide from him? Where could I hide my blush?
Maybe behind this blanket?
“Miss?” Miss Caroline calls into the room, and I perk up.
“Yes?”
“Your guest is here,” she announces and I give her a nod, feeling that heat rise to my cheeks and my heart fluttering as she gives me a knowing smile and I hide my brief laugh. Caroline knows all my secrets.
Before I can stand up on shaky legs, he’s standing in the doorway, tall and lanky as most eleventh-graders are. But Jake is taller. His eyes softer. His hands hold a shock in them that gets me every time he reaches for my calculator in class.
“Jake.” His name comes from me in surprise as I struggle to lift myself.
“Emmy.” The way he says my name sounds so sad. “I heard
you were sick.”
   
I READ the prologue and the first chapter too before falling asleep on the old sofa that used to belong to my mother. I’m cocooned in the blanket I once wrapped my sister in when the drugs she’d taken made her shake uncontrollably.
The only sentence Jenny underlined was the one that read, “I’m invincible.”
Jenny, I wish you had been. I wish I were too.





BETHANY
M y eyes feel so heavy. So dry and itchy.
Rubbing them only makes it hurt worse.
I would have slept better had I worked. I know I would have.
My gaze drifts back to the book. I’m only a few chapters in, but I keep walking away from the pages, not remembering where I left off and starting over each time.
Knowing I can’t focus on work, knowing it’s been taken away, has brought out a different side of me.
The side that remembers my sister.
Not the way she was in the last few years, but the way she was when we were younger.
When we were thick as thieves, and my older sister was my hero. Those memories keep coming back every time I read the chapters written from Emmy’s perspective. She’s young, and sweet, but so damn strong. My sister was strong once. Held down by no one.
Once upon a time.
Letting out a deep breath, I stretch my back, pushing the torn-up book onto my coffee table. I sit there, looking out the front bay window of my house. The curtains are closed, but not tightly and I catch a glimpse of a car pull up.
A nice car. An expensive one.
All black with tinted windows. Jenny came home in a car like that once, shaken and crying. Back when all of her troubles started. My blood runs cold as the car stops in front of my house.
If it’s someone she was associated with, I don’t want them here.
Anger simmers, but it’s futile. You can only be angry for so long.
Once it’s gone, fear has a way of creeping into its place.
My pace is slow, quiet and deliberate as I head to my coat closet and reach up to a backpack I haven’t used in years. I figured it would be the perfect place to hide the gun. The one Jenny brought home for me, the one she said I needed when she wouldn’t listen to me and refused to stay. I was screaming at her as she shoved it into my chest and told me I needed to take it.
It was only weeks ago that my sister stood right here and gave me a gun to protect myself, when she was the one who needed help. She needed protecting.

Jase

I CAN’T HANDLE one more thing going wrong.
My keys jingle as the ignition turns off and the soft rumble of the engine is silenced.
Wiping a hand over my face, I get out of the car, not caring that the door slams as my shoes hit the pavement. The neighborhood is quiet and each row of streets is littered with picture-perfect homes, nothing like the home I grew up in. Little townhouses of raised ranches, complete with paved driveways and perfectly trimmed bushes. A few houses have fences, white picket of course, but not 34 Holley, the home of Bethany Fawn.
Other than the missing fence, the two-story home could be plucked straight from an issue of Better Homes & Gardens.
Knock, knock, knock. She’s in there; I can hear her. Time passes without anything save the sound of scuttling behind the door, but just as I’m about to knock again, the door opens a few inches. Only enough to reveal a glimpse of her.
Her chestnut hair falls in wavy locks around her face. She brushes the fallen strands back to peek up at me.
“Yes?” she questions, and my lips threaten to twitch into a smirk.
“Bethany?”
Her weight shifts behind the door as her gaze travels down the length of my body and then back up before she answers me.
The amber in her hazel eyes swirls with distrust as she tells me, “My friends call me Beth.”
“Sorry, I’m Jase. Jase Cross. We haven’t met before... but I’ll happily call you Beth.” The flirtatious words slip from me easily, and slowly her guard falls although what’s left behind is a mix of worry and agony. She doesn’t answer or respond in any way other than to tighten her grip on the door.
“Mind if I have a minute?”
She purses her full lips slightly as the cracked door opens just an inch more, enough for her to cautiously reply, “Depends on what you’re here for.”
My pulse quickens. I’m here to give her a single warning. Just one chance to stay the hell away from The Red Room and to get over whatever ill wishes she has for my brothers and me.
It’s a shame, really; she’s fucking gorgeous. There’s an innocence, yet a fight in her that’s just as evident and even more alluring. Had I met her on other terms, I would do just about anything to get her under me and screaming my name.
But after this past week with Carter and all that bullshit, I made my decision. No distractions.
The swirling colors in her eyes darken as her gaze dances over mine. As if she can read my thoughts, and knows the wicked things I’d do to her that no one else ever could. But that’s not why I’m here, and my perversions will have to wait for someone else.
I lean my shoulder against her front door and slip my shoe through the gap in the doorway, making sure she can’t slam it shut. Instead of the slight fear I thought would flash in her eyes as my expression hardens, her eyes narrow with hate and I see the gorgeous hue of pink in her pale skin brighten to red, but not with a blush, with animosity.
“You need to stay out of the Cross business, Beth.” I lean in closer, my voice low and even. My hard gaze meets her narrowed one, but she doesn’t flinch. Instead she clenches her teeth so hard I think they’ll crack.
With the palm of my hand carefully placed on the doorjamb and the other splayed against her door, I lean in to tell her that there are no answers for her in The Red Room. I want to tell her that my brother isn’t the man she’s after, but before I can say a word she hisses at me, “I know all about Marcus and the drugs and why you assholes had her killed.”
The change in her tone, her expression is instant.
My pulse hammers in my ears but even over it, I hear the strained pain etched in her voice. Her breathing shudders as she adds, “You’ll all pay for what you did to my sister.” Her voice cracks as her eyes gloss over and tears gather in the corners of her eyes.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her as the rage gathers inside of me. Marcus. Just the name makes every muscle inside of my body tighten and coil.
The drugs.
Marcus.
Before I can even tie what she’s said together, I hear the click of a gun and she lets the door swing open, throwing me off-balance.
Shock makes my stomach churn as the barrel of a gun flashes in front of my eyes. She leans back, moving to hold the heavy metal piece with both hands.
Fuck! Lunging forward, still unsteady as dread threatens to take over, I grip the barrel and raise it above her head, shoving her small body back until it hits the wall in her foyer and she continues to struggle, pushing away from me and getting out of my grasp.
Bang!
The gun goes off and the flash of heat makes the skin of my hand holding the barrel burn and singe with a raw pain. Her lower back crashes into a narrow table, a row of books toppling over and a pile of mail falling onto the floor as I stumble into her and finally pin her to the wall.
My chest rises and falls chaotically. My body temperature heats with the adrenaline racing through me.
Her small shriek of terror is muted when I bring my right hand to her delicate throat. My left still grips the gun. I can’t swallow yet, I can’t do anything but press her harder against the wall, smothering the fight in her as best as I can.
She struggles beneath me, but with a foot on her height and muscle she couldn’t match no matter how hard she tried, it’s pointless. Her heart pounds hard, and I feel it matching mine.
“Knock it the fuck off,” I grit between my teeth.
She yelps as I lift the gun higher, ripping it from her grasp. Both of her hands fly to the one I have tightening on her throat. On instinct, like I knew she would. Did she really think she could get one over on me?
“You tried to shoot me.” I practically snarl the words, although they’re nearly inaudible.
Struggling to catch my breath, I don’t let anything show except the absolute control I have over her. The door is wide open and I’m certain someone could have heard, although it’s a Monday and during work hours. It’s why I chose this time to pay her a visit.
A faint breeze carries in from behind and I take a step back, pulling her with me just enough so I can kick the door shut and then press her back to the wall. Her pulse slows beneath my grip and her eyes beg me for mercy as her sharp nails dig into my fingers.
The way she looks at me, her hazel eyes swirling with a mix of pain, fear and anger still, makes my chest ache for her, because I see something else. Something that fucking hurts.
She doesn’t want mercy. She wants it to end. I can see it so clearly. I’ve seen it before, and the unwanted memory is jarring in this moment.
A second passes before I loosen my grip just enough so she can breathe freely.
Through her frantic intake, I lean forward, crushing my body against hers until she’s still. Until her eyes are wide and staring straight into mine. The sight of her, the fear, the desperation... I know I’m not letting her go. Not yet.
“You’re going to tell me everything you know about Marcus.” I lower my lips to the shell of her ear, letting my rough stubble rub along her cheek. “And everything you know about the drugs.”
My mind is whirling with every reason I should walk away. Every reason I should simply kill her and leave this mess behind. She tried to kill me; that’s reason enough.
But I don’t want to. I need more.
With a steadying breath, my lungs fill with the sweet smell of her soft hair that brushes against my nose.
I comb my fingers through her hair and let my thumb run along her slender neck before I lean into her, letting her feel how hard I am just to be alive. Just to have her at my mercy.
“And because of that little stunt you just pulled, I’m not letting you go.”





JASE
F uck! The palm of my hand bangs on the steering wheel, sending a sharp pain radiating up my arm. Fuck! Over and over I slam my hand against the wheel while gritting my teeth to keep from screaming out profanities.
Even with the adrenaline still racing and the anger still present, I force myself to sit back in the car, listening to the dull thuds coming from the trunk.
I shouldn’t have done that. What the fuck was I thinking?
I put cuffs around her wrists, her ankles too, and then gagged her to keep any more screams for help from crying out between those beautiful lips of hers.
I backed my car into her garage and dealt with the kicks and her feeble attempt to fight back as I forced her into the tight space.
I can only imagine what she’s thinking with the handcuffs digging into her wrists as she’s trapped, dark and alone and having no idea what’s going to happen.
Thump. The sound reminds me—I shouldn’t have done that shit.
Her garage door opens with an abrupt, jerky motion and then slowly rises, bringing with it a vision of the suburban street, lit by the warm glow of the inevitable evening. A sarcastic huff leaves my lips as I pull away, gently stepping down on the gas and blending in.
Knowing she’s bound and gagged in the trunk, unable to do a damn thing until I decide what to do with her, time slips by as I drive down her street, thinking about how the hell I’m going to fix this shit.
The second I give her freedom again, she’ll go to the cops, which is fine, since they’re in our back pocket.
Every way I look at this, I know she’s going to have to go. A threat is a threat is a threat. I underestimated her, but now that I know what she’s willing to do, there’s no excuse for keeping her alive.
No reason except for that look in her eyes.
The blinker ticks as I round the corner, turning right out of her neighborhood and down the main drag. I’m not taking her to the back of The Red Room. I don’t want a damn soul to know about her pulling out a weapon. She’s merely a nuisance, nothing more.
No one can know. If they find out and I don’t silence her, they will.
“Call Seth.” I give the command and instantly the cabin of the sedan fills with the sound of a phone ringing. Before it finishes the second ring, Seth answers.
“Boss,” he greets me.
“I need you to do something.”
“I’m listening.” I can hear the shuffle of papers in the background and then it goes quiet on the other line.
“Drive out to the address you gave me yesterday. You know which one?” I ask him and keep my words vague. I’m careful not to risk a damn thing, not when calls can be recorded and used against me.
“Of course,” he answers and I can practically see him nodding his head in the way that he does. Short and quick, with his eyes never leaving mine.
“I went over there and I may have made a mess.”
“Just clean it up?” he asks. “Anything in particular to look out for?”
“The hinge on her door broke, and there’s a bullet hole in her ceiling, but everything’s fine otherwise. No one will be there, so lock it on your way out.” A thought hits me as I get closer to my own home and my fingers slide down to my house key, dangling from the ignition. “I’m going to need you to make me a copy of a key too.”
“For the address I gave you yesterday?” he clarifies and I nod while answering, “Yes.”
“Anything else?” he asks and I’m silent for a moment, thinking about the next step and the one after it.
Seth is a fixer. Every fuckup I make, or better yet, any fuckups from my brothers, he cleans up. He’s also my right-hand man when I want to keep things from Carter.
“If anyone asks or comes looking, let them know you were hired to fix it.”
“No problem.”
Thump, thump, THUMP! My gaze lifts to the rearview mirror as I listen to Beth trying to escape. The trunk can’t be opened from the inside; she’ll learn I’m smarter than that. She caught me off guard once, but it won’t happen again.





BETHANY
M y heart won’t stop racing. It’s pounding hard and fighting back from inside my chest; I can’t imagine I’ll survive this.
It’s throbbing so loud, it takes me a moment to realize the car’s stopped. The hum of the engine has vanished and there isn’t a damn sound other than my own chaotic heartbeat.
I hear a crunch, I think, and my head whips around to the side, so sharply it sends a bolt of pain down my already aching shoulder. Traveling up and down my shoulders is a dull fire that blazes. Between the way I was forced in here, practically thrown in, and lying on my arms with them cuffed behind my back, my shoulders are in absolute agony. The metal bites into my wrists and ankles, and I know I’ll have bruises on my knees from slamming them as hard as I could into the top of the trunk. My entire body is cramping.
Every trunk has a latch somewhere on the inside. It’s to save children from being locked within and trapped. I know because I once played hide-and-seek with my sister and tried to get in the trunk, only to have my mother scream at me. She said it was dangerous, and the neighbor girl we were playing with told my mother what her mother had told her. That there was a latch on the inside. Sure enough, there was. My mother still didn’t let me hide in the trunk though and after she grabbed me by the hand and brought me inside, I didn’t want to play anymore.
Since being dumped in here, I’ve spent all my energy maneuvering through the pain to search for the latch. I can’t fucking find it. So I resorted to bucking my body in a desperate attempt to force the trunk open or to kick out a taillight. Anything. Anything at all to get the hell out of here.
No luck. And now it’s too late.
It’s funny what you think of while you’re waiting for the inevitable. Maybe it’s a coping mechanism, a way to take your mind elsewhere when darkness is looming. Or maybe my memory was simply triggered by the lack of a handle and how I learned such a thing should be here because of hide-and-seek. Maybe that’s why as I close my eyes and listen for something, for anything at all, my mind takes me elsewhere. I hear my sister call my name down the hall of our childhood home.
I’m in the closet upstairs, and it’s so hot. I buried myself under all the blankets my mother stored on the floor in there and carefully laid them on top of me, hoping that when Jenny opened the door, searching for me, she wouldn’t see me.
She was always better than me at everything—every game, every sport, every class. But today, when she opened that door, and I waited with bated breath, she closed it and continued silently searching the house.
With the smugness to keep me company, I stayed there under those blankets and I must have fallen asleep. It was Jenny’s voice that woke me and when I came to, I felt so hot. I was absolutely drenched in sweat and the blankets felt so much heavier than they did before.
“Jenny,” I cried out for her, feeling an overwhelming fear that didn’t seem to make sense, but I knew I needed to get out from under the blankets. I couldn’t shove them forward though, the door was closed and I couldn’t lift them up because a shelf was above me. “Jenny!” I cried out again. Louder this time, as I tried to wiggle my way free under the weight of the pile. I didn’t have to free myself alone though; Jenny opened the door and helped me out, telling me I was okay all the while and when I did crawl out into the hallway, I knew I was okay, but it didn’t feel like I was.
I never hid there again. I don’t think I ever played hide-and-seek again at all.
There’s another loud crunch, and another. My eyes pop open and suddenly I am very much in the present, leaving the memory behind. I’m listening to the sound of shoes walking along small pieces of gravel maybe. The beating in my chest intensifies and I can’t breathe as I hear the steps get closer. I even squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could make myself disappear, or go somewhere else. Like I used to do when I was a child. As if this could all just be a dream or I had somehow gained impossible abilities.
I would try to scream, but the balled-up shirt in my mouth is already threatening to choke me as every small movement sends it farther into my mouth. Any farther, and I think I’ll throw up.
When the trunk swings open so loud that my instincts force me to look up, the light’s bright, almost blinding.
I wish I could beg; I wish I could yell. I wish I could fight back when I see him towering over me and taking his time to consider me.
“That looks like it hurt,” he says as if he finds it funny. The words come out with condescension as he reaches down to let his fingertips glide over my already bruised knees. Even the small movement makes me buckle, forcing my weight back onto my shoulders and it starts a series of aches cascading throughout my body all over again.
The agony begs me to cry, but in place of tears, I find myself screaming the words, “Fuck you,” over the gag in my mouth. The soft cotton nearly touches the back of my throat, and for a moment I think, if I were to vomit right now, I’d choke on it.
I won’t die like this. Not like this.
My gaze doesn’t leave his as he angles his head, reaching up to grip the hood of the trunk with both of his hands. The sun’s gone down and wherever we are, there are trees. Lots of trees.
Staring up at him, searching for a clue as to where we are, it’s hopeless. Yellow light slips through the crisp dead leaves above us, giving way to a deep blue sky that’ll soon turn to black night, and there isn’t a damn thing else to see.
Nothing but his handsome face, and the way his broad shoulders pull that jacket a little too tight.
Let him think you’ve given up. Don’t die like this. Use him. Use him to find out what happened to your sister.
The voice in my head comes out as a hiss. And with the reminder of Jenny, tears prick at my eyes. Through the glossy haze, I see the man’s expression change. Jase’s hardness, his cockiness, it all dims to something else.
My breathing slows, and the adrenaline wanes.
My fight isn’t over, but I’ll give in for now.
“We’re going to have a conversation, Bethany.” Jase’s words sound ominous and they come with a cold gust of wind from the late fall air. Both send a chill down my spine and leave goosebumps in their wake.
“Nod if you understand.” His hardened voice rises as he gives me the command. Loathing him and everything he stands for, I keep perfectly still, feeling the rage take over anything else. His eyes blaze with anger as he grips the hair at the nape of my neck, pulling my head back with a slight sting of pain and forcing me to look at him. “You need to play nice, Bethany.” If I could punch him in the throat right now, I would. That’s how nice I’m willing to play.
He lowers his head into the darkness of the trunk, sending shadows across his face that darken his stubbled jaw and force his piercing gaze to appear that much more dominating.
A heat flows in my blood as my breathing stutters and he brings his lips down to my neck. They gently caress my skin and with the simple touch, a spark ignites down my body. A spark I hate even more than I hate Jase himself.
His next words come with a warm breath and another tug at the base of my skull as he whispers, “You’re going to listen to me, Bethany. You’re going to do what I tell you… everything I tell you.” The way he says the word everything dulls the heat, replacing it with fear, and for the first time, I truly feel it down to my bones. Standing up a little straighter, but still keeping his grip on me, he asks with a low tone devoid of any emotion, “We’re going to have a conversation, isn’t that right?” He loosens his grip on the back of my neck as he waits for my response.
I wish his gorgeous face was still close to mine, so I could slam my head into his nose.
With a tremor of fear running through me and that image of him rattling in my head, I nod.
As a small smile drifts along his lips and he nods his head in return, I welcome the cold gust that travels into the trunk.
He may think he can use me, but I swear to everyone, living and dead, I’ll be the one using him.





BETHANY
Hope is a long way of saying goodbye.
I told that to Jenny a few weeks ago. No, it was longer than that. It doesn’t matter when, because by then, I’d lost my faith in her. Disappearing for days on end and talking about a man who had what she needed … my sister was never going to get help. I begged her to come back home, and she just shook her head no, and told me to hold on to hope.
I wanted her to stay with me. To get better.
I could have helped her, but you can’t help those who don’t want to be helped.
I can still feel her fingers, her nails just barely scratching the skin down my wrist as I ripped my hand away.
The memory haunts me as I think in this moment – this terrifying moment of waiting for his next move - I think, I need to have hope that it’s not over. I need to have hope that I can get the fuck away from this man. That I can make him pay if he had any part in her death. Jase Cross will fucking pay.
The last thought strengthens my resolve.
“You’ll be quiet,” he tells me as if he’s certain of it, a hint of a threat underlying each syllable, and I nod.
I nod like a fucking rag doll and try not to show how much it hurts when he rips the duct tape off my face in one quick tug. The stinging pain makes me reflexively reach for my mouth, but I can’t; that act only exacerbates the cuts in my wrists, still cuffed behind my back. I try not to heave when he pulls the wet cloth from my mouth, finally giving me the chance to speak, to scream, to fucking breathe.
My body trembles; it’s not from a cold breeze or the temperature though, and not from the fear I know is somewhere inside of me. Instead it’s from the anger.
His eyes stay fixed on mine as he reaches down and lifts me into his chest before heaving me over his shoulder.
My teeth grit as he slams the trunk shut, turning to the side and giving me a view of a forest. All I see is a gravel drive and trees. So many trees. My heart gallops, both with that tinge of fear and with hope. I could run.
Fuck that.
I’m not running. I’m not giving up this chance to find out more about the family name I’ve heard so much about lately.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I see my sister, and I hear her too. The Cross brothers, she whispers. She mentioned them so many times on the phone. He knew her. Or one of his brothers did.
As time stands still while I wait for the verdict I’m about to receive and what this man has in store for me, I remember the week my sister first went missing. I started with Miranda to try to figure out where my sister had gone. It made the most sense because Jenny told me she’d crash at a friend’s place whenever we got into a fight. Miranda and she were close. But Miranda didn’t have any idea what happened to her, only that she went out for drinks at The Red Room before she disappeared, a place I’d heard Jenny mention before. A place I knew I was headed to next.
All I had were two names and a single location. One name, Marcus, proved elusive—no one had any information on him at all. Not a single person inside The Red Room had any idea who he was. They wanted a last name, and I didn’t have one. He was a dead end.
I’d spent hours at that bar, waiting for something. Waiting for anything. Any sign of her, or for anyone who knew them. Everyone knew of Jase, but no one knew him. They couldn’t tell me anything about him. Nothing more than the dirt I dug up online.
They said he was one of the Cross brothers. The owner of The Red Room.
They said you don’t cross a Cross; they laughed when they said it, like it was funny. Nothing was funny to me then.
And when two men appeared from the back of the club, heading toward a side entrance, the woman next to me pinched my arm and pointed as the side door was opened for them.
“Those are the Cross brothers,” she said and then bit down on her bottom lip as she sucked it into her mouth. She was skinny like a model, with the straightest black hair I’d ever seen. Her icy blue eyes never left the two of them and I stared at her for far too long, missing my chance to catch the Cross brothers. The thick throng of people kept me from making it to them, and by the time I got outside, they were nowhere in sight.
I stalked that place for four days straight, waiting for Jenny to show up. An aching hollowness in my heart reminds me how it felt, sitting there alone at the bar, praying she’d walk up to me or someone would message me that they found her.
It was late on that last night, and hopelessness was counting on me to give up so it could take over, but I never would.
It was 1:00 a.m.; I remember it distinctly because I had an early shift the next morning, and I kept thinking I wouldn’t make it through my twelve-hour shift if I stayed out any later.
All the time I’d spent in the bar hadn’t given me any new information. Countless hours had been wasted, but I didn’t know what else to do or where else to go.
It was that night I got a better view of Jase. Only his silhouette, but it grabbed my attention and held me in place. The strength in his gaze, accompanied with a charming smile. He was handsome and beautiful even. I remember thinking he was the kind of man who could lure you in so easily and you wouldn’t know what hit you … until he was gone. He had that pull to him, a draw that made you want to go to him just to see if he’d look your way.
He came and he went and I sat on that stool, knowing my sister wasn’t coming.
That was then. This is now.
A grunt of pain slips from me as he hoists me up higher on his shoulder, one hand wrapped around my waist to keep my body from falling backward, and the other hand swinging easily at his side.
Every step hurts, and the agony tears through me with my hands still restrained behind my back. Biting down on my bottom lip, I don’t scream, and I don’t try to fight him. Not like this.
I’ll be good until I’m uncuffed. Then this fucker will get what he has coming to him.
His hand splays on my ass, immediately heating my core as I hear the jingle of keys. Craning my neck, I get the first view of where he’s taken me.
A house in the forest. A big fucking house, to boot. It’s three stories with white stone leading all the way up. My body reacts on its own; the need to run takes over, as if I could still run, cuffed like I am.
“Don’t struggle.” Jase’s words come out hard, and I bite down harder on the inside of my cheek to keep from telling him to go fuck himself. If I could struggle, really struggle, I would.
He holds me tighter with both of his hands this time, and the sharp metal of the keys digs into my thigh. Even when I keep myself perfectly still, he doesn’t let go.
With a tight throat and resentment flowing through my veins I attempt to answer him, but I can’t think of anything to say. Maybe it’s the blood pooling in my head, or maybe it’s the pain finally taking over, but I have to close my eyes just to keep from passing out. The moment I do, he takes his hand away and I hear the keys scrape into the lock along with a beep from something that startles my eyes open, followed by the telltale sound of a door opening.
The beep… There’s some sort of alarm beyond the key. It’s then that I see my purse swinging. He brought it with him, and I force myself to think about everything in that bag that can be used as a weapon.
Knowing that and gathering information keeps me calm. Anything that can help me fight.
The warmth is welcoming, even as I bid farewell to the forest that leads somewhere to freedom. I intend for the goodbye to be temporary anyway.
I don’t expect him to be careful as he sets me down in what looks like a foyer. But he is.
Thud. My heart flinches as the jangle of keys being tossed somewhere to my right hits me. And then I see him again.
His back is to me as he removes his jacket, revealing more of him. Everything is in place. The cuff links, the neatly trimmed hair on the back of his neck. He screams wealth, power… sex appeal.
My eyes close slowly at the thought, hating myself for recognizing that primal urge. They open just as slowly when his footsteps grab my attention. Even the sound of his steps hints of elite status. He walks toward me and my eyes stay on his, even though the depth of his stare dares me to defy him.
My stupid heart races, dying to get away.
He makes me feel weak and I hate him for it.
“I hate you.” The hoarse words come from my throat unbidden. The fact that they only make him smirk as he crouches in front of me, pisses me off that much more. It hurts, though. I can’t deny it does more than aggravate me to be at the mercy of this man.
Craning my neck and straightening my back so I can bring my eyes to his level only forces more weight onto my hands.
I seethe through clenched teeth, giving away the pain and that’s when he breaks his stare.
I turn away from him to my right as he reaches behind me and uncuffs my hands first. He reaches for the pair on my ankles, but pauses.
“How much?” he asks me, his voice deep and husky.
My gaze flickers to his as I pull my hands into my chest, my fingers gripping around the small cuts, trying to rub some feeling back into my wrists. I hesitate only for a moment, confused by his question. “How much what?”
“How much do you hate me?” he asks, and my heart does it again. It scrambles in my rib cage, wanting so desperately to escape. The heart is a wild thing, meant to be caged after all.
I try to swallow, swallow down the spiked lump, but I can hardly do it. Staring into his eyes, I answer him, “It depends.”
“On what?” he asks, letting his fingers drift over the metal cuffs, his eyes roaming from mine down my body. He tilts his head, looking back at me once again when I answer, “Whether you tell me the truth or not.”
Thump, thump. My heart hates me.
“You’re in no position to question me.”
“What makes you think I’m not?” Somehow my words come out evenly; controlled and daring. I revel in it as his dark eyes flash with the heat of a challenge, but then he moves his hand away from the cuffs, the small key still resting in his palm.
I could try to reach for it, but I wait.
When he peers down at me, I stare back without flinching, but the second his eyes are off of me, my gaze scatters across every inch of this place. Every window, every door. Every way out.
“You’re not getting out of here until I let you out,” Jase says absently when he catches me. So casually, as if he doesn’t care.
My lips purse as I wait for more from him. If he thinks I won’t try to get out, he’s dead fucking wrong.
“You don’t believe me?” he asks with a trace of humor lingering in his tone. I can feel my heartbeat slow, my blood getting colder with each passing second.
“There’s always a way out.” My words come out low, barely spoken, but he hears them and shakes his head before crouching in front of me again.
“Every window and door requires a fingerprint and a code, Bethany.” The way he says my name sounds sinful on his tongue. I wish he’d take it back. I don’t want him to speak my name at all.
My jaw clenches as I take in this new information and then ask him, “What do you want from me? Are you going to kill me?” The second question catches in my throat.
He runs the pad of his thumb along his stubbled jaw and then up to his lips, bringing my eyes to the movement as he says, “I went to your house with decent enough intentions. I wanted to tell you that you weren’t going to get anywhere and whatever rabbit you were chasing was only going to lead you down a dead-end road and get you hurt, or worse.”
I have to grab on to my fingers, squeezing them as tight as I can to keep from slamming my fists into his chest, to keep from slapping him or from punching him in his fucking throat as he gets closer to me.
“I don’t have the answers you’re looking for. I’m sorry about your sister,” he says and my stomach drops, it drops so quickly and so low I feel sick. “I don’t know how she died and I sure as shit didn’t play a part in her death…” He pauses and inches closer to me, a hint of sympathy playing at his lips before he adds, “She owed us far too much money for me to kill her.”
Dread is all-consuming as he stands, leaving me with a chill and turning his back to me. “I was being nice, giving you a warning and then you tried to shoot me.”
He takes three steps away, three short steps while staring down at his own shoes as if contemplating. The hard marble floors feel colder and more unforgiving as I struggle with whether or not I believe him.
He’s a bad man. Jase Cross, all of the Crosses are bad men. I don’t believe him. I believe what Jenny told me.
She’d said the name Cross over and over again. Cross and The Red Room were my only real clues to go by. At that thought, there’s a prickle at the back of my neck and I struggle to stay calm as the exhaustion, the sorrow, and the hate war with each other.
“I don’t believe you,” I whisper weakly but with his back to me, he doesn’t hear me.
“I’ll be nice again. Only because you remind me of someone I once knew.” Looking up through my lashes, I wait for him to continue.
His dark eyes pierce me, seeing through me and causing both the need to beg for mercy and the need to spit on him, simply for not having the answers I crave.
“If you’re lying to me… you’ll pay,” I utter and keep going. “I’ll… I’ll,” I attempt a threat, but my last word cracks before I can finish.
Without warning, Jase closes the distance between us in foreboding steps I both loathe and refuse to be intimidated by. So I react. All I’ve been doing is reacting. I spit in his face the second he lowers himself to tell me off.
The shock from what I did is enough to outweigh the fear as Jase wipes his face, his expression morphing into fury as he stares at my spit in his hand.
Before I can say anything, he grips my throat. His large, hot hand wraps tightly around my neck, and my own hands reach up to his in a feeble attempt to rip his fingers off of me.
The heat from his body engulfs my own as I struggle to breathe. My nails dig into his fingers. His body is heavy against me, practically burning me. His entire being overshadows mine with power.
“I’ll allow you to ask questions,” he says and pauses, letting the air leave my lungs and the panic starts to take over, thinking there’s no air to fill them, “but you will never,” he pauses again for emphasis, staring into my eyes as they burn while he concludes, “threaten me again.” Small lines form at the corners of his eyes as he narrows them, gazing at me and squeezing just a little tighter. So tight it hurts, and I struggle, scratching at my own throat in an effort to pry his grip loose.
My head feels light as my body sways in his grasp.
Just as I think he’s going to kill me, that I’ll die like this, he releases me.
Heaving in deep gulps of air, my shoulders hunch over.
I practically suffocate on the sudden rush of oxygen. My clammy palms hit the cold floor and my body rocks on its own.
“Don’t make me regret this, Bethany.” He does it again, saying my name like he had to spit it out of his mouth.
I grind my teeth against one another so hard that my jaw aches from the pressure. I have to stare intently at the spiral staircase behind him to keep from saying anything.
Time passes, the ticking of my heart somehow finding its normal rhythm once again in the silence.
“Your sister owed a debt, and you’re going to pay it.”





JASE
L ies. I hear the word in my head over the sound of the armoire crashing to the bedroom floor. I turn the speakers down, but continue to watch her trash the guest bedroom.
I’m not surprised she’s destroying everything she can.
As I dragged her to the guest bedroom, she never stopped fighting, and I never stopped hearing the hiss in my head. Lies.
Never tell a lie, my younger brother, Tyler, once told me. I was fucking around with him about something when we were kids. I don’t remember what, but he looked up at me and the words he spoke stuck with me forever.
A lie you have to remember. So never lie, it will only fuck you over.
I can still see the smug look grow on his face as I felt the weight of his words. He was an old soul and had a good heart. Never tell a lie. He’d be ashamed of the man I became.
The screaming that comes from the faint sound of the speakers brings me back to now, back to the present where I keep fucking up.
One mistake after the other, falling like dominos.
I stare at her form on the screen as she pounds her fists against the door, screaming to be let go. Bethany Fawn’s throat is going to hurt tonight. It already sounds sore and raw from her fighting.
It’s useless. Part of me itches to hit the release on her door to let her roam throughout my wing, struggling with every locked window, with the doors that will never open for her. Just to prove a point.
I can’t blame her though and as she falls to her knees, violently wiping away the tears under her eyes as if they’re a badge of dishonor, I hurt for her. For the woman she is, and for the woman I once knew who did the same thing.
She fought too. She fought and she lost.
It’s so easy to hide behind anger, but it gets you nowhere. I can help her though. I need this too. The very thought of what I could do for her makes my blood ring with desire.
“I hate you!” Bethany’s words are barely heard through the speaker, seeing as how I’ve turned them down so low.
In an attempt to ignore the thoughts and where they’re headed, I check my phone and notice a flurry of texts, coming one after the other.
I text my brother, Carter, back without reading much of what he wrote. I’m busy. Can we talk tonight?
His response is immediate. We need to talk about how we’re going to deal with this situation.
This situation … meaning Romano. The next name on a list of men I’ll put ten feet in the ground.
A grunt barely makes its way through my clenched teeth as I write him back. Push him out of his window, his own property.
Let his body fall onto the spiked fence surrounding his estate.
Make an example of him.
I keep messaging him as the thoughts come, one line after the other.
Carter’s answer doesn’t come for longer than I’d like. My gaze is drawn again to Bethany, lying exhausted on the floor, and covering her face to hide the pain.
Fuck. I don’t know how the hell it came to this.
Finally, he answers. It’s not that easy. There are complications.
I stare at my phone, but my attention is brought back to the security monitors when Bethany finally stands, making her way to the bed. She stares at the door for a long time, sitting cross-legged and tense.
Jase, we need to wait for this one.
I don’t have time for complications. I don’t have patience for this. I don’t have a desire for any of this. He should be dead already.
I turn off the phone, unwilling to spend another second dealing with this shit.
I want to get lost and find myself somewhere else.
Glancing at the screen, I watch Bethany pull a book into her lap. She must’ve gotten it from her purse. I went through the contents of her bag before I retrieved her from the trunk. Everything’s there, except for her keys and a pen. I’ve seen both used in more violent ways than one could imagine.
She brushes the hair away from her face, showing me her vulnerability as she closes her eyes, and calms herself down.
I can get lost in her.
I lock the door to my office as I make my way to her, letting the keys clink against one another. My thumb runs along the jagged teeth of the key to the guest room as I think about stealing the fight from her, dragging it out of her and giving her so much more.
I’m careful with the lock, even more careful as I silently push open the door to her room. I don’t stop at a crack, I keep pushing until the door is wide open and I can easily step through the threshold. It’s quiet, so quiet in fact, that at first I don’t see her.
Her small form is still on the bed, and only the sound of a page turning alerts me to where she is. With the overturned dresser, splintered wood and ripped curtains, she could have been hiding anywhere in here.
She ripped out every drawer. She threw two across the room, denting the drywall and cracking the walnut furniture.
Fragments of wood litter a corner of the room where she demolished a drawer, slamming it on top of another.
What a waste of energy. She should’ve saved it for this moment.
Instead the poor girl is still, curled up in a ball, and has her nose buried in the book.
She still doesn’t see me, not even as I take a step forward, carefully stepping over a broken drawer.
The empty dresser, thick damask curtains and neatly made bed with bright white linens were all that were in the room. And now the fabric is heaped on the floor, the curtains ripped from the oil-rubbed bronze finishings and the armoire is … wrecked.
And little Miss Bethany sits in the middle of the bed, worn out and oblivious.
Her hair’s a chaotic halo around her shoulders. The faint light from the setting sun casts a shadow around her, but it highlights her hair and when she tucks a strand behind her ear, it hits her face. Her fair skin’s so smooth, it tempts me to brush my fingertips against it. The light falls to the dip in her neck, to the hollow there and it dares me to kiss her in that spot.
My cock hardens as I wonder what sounds would spill from her lips if I were to do just that.
“Looks like you had some fun.” My voice comes out harder than I anticipated, startling her. She practically screams and slams her book shut as her body jostles.
She stands abruptly, backing off of the bed and clutching the book to her side as she squares her shoulders. “Let me go.”
The huff comes back to me, but this time it’s with a hint of humor.
“You’re good at making demands when you have no authority, aren’t you?” I question her, feeling a smirk play at my lips.
Silence. It’s so fucking silent in this room, I think I can hear her heart pounding.
“Did you think destroying your room would … upset me?” I ask her with a deliberate casual tone to my question. Rounding the bed, moving closer to her, I kick a scrap of broken wood away from me. I follow her gaze as she glances at it, and then to the chunk of wood she left on the bed where she was sitting.
“Leave it there.” I give her the command and watch her resist the urge to lunge toward it.
Her plump lips tug into a feigned smile. It’s faint, but it’s there. She is a fighter. There’s no denying that.
“Did you want to anger me, Bethany?”
She flinches every time I say her name. That hint of a smile vanishes and the smoldering hate returns.
“I don’t care what you do with this room. I won’t be cleaning it up.” I shrug as I add, “I hope it calmed you down to make such a mess.”
With a gentle shake of her head, she huffs a humorless laugh at me then says, “Whatever you do to me, know that it won’t hurt me. Whatever it is, I’ll give you nothing.”
She practically sneers her words, even as her eyes gloss over.
“We need to come to an agreement, and seeing as how you’ve gotten some of your… displaced anger out of the way-”
“Fuck you. I’m not agreeing on a damn thing with--”
“Not even to get the hell out of here?” I ask and cut her off.
The anger wanes from a boil to a simmer as her glare softens. “Just like that?” she asks skeptically.
“I don’t want to keep you locked up… breaking all my shit.” I make a point of kicking a piece of broken wood to the side. “I didn’t plan this. And I want something else.”
“So you’re going to just let me go?”
“Once we come to an agreement, that’s exactly what I plan on doing.”
Shock lights her eyes, but so does skepticism.
“Do you think you can be reasonable this time?” I ask her, feeling I have the upper hand via the element of surprise.
“You fucking kidnapped me,” she scoffs, the control leaving her in an instant. I watch as her knuckles turn white from how she grips the book so damn hard.
I take another stride forward to the end of the bed, and now only a few feet and a puddle of cotton linens stands between us.
Bethany takes a half step back, but when she tries to take another, her heel hits the balled-up curtain on the floor behind her. The wall is next.
“You tried to shoot me.” My words cut through the air, leaving no room for negotiation as I add, “You should be dead for trying something so stupid.”
At my last word, she steps behind the bundle of fabric at her feet, pressing her back to the wall. Her body trembles even as she utters the words, “Fuck you.”
“I’m sure a well-read woman such as yourself has a wider vocabulary to choose from,” I taunt and then nod to the book in her hand. “What is it?”
She breathes in and out, staring at me and refusing to speak.
“What book are you reading?” I ask her with less patience.
“I don’t know,” she answers, not taking her eyes from me.
“Now you’re deliberately pissing me off,” I tell her without any attempt at hiding the irritation.
“I don’t know,” she repeats, raising her voice, and her words come out hoarse. All that screaming she did caused more harm than good.
“Bullshit,” I grit out and reach for the book, pissed off that she’s being so stubborn, so resistant. With a single lunge forward, I grip the book in my hand, the other finding her hip to pin her against the wall.
“No!” she screams out at me, ripping the book away, and the thin pages on top nearly rip off without the cover to shield them. She turns her small body away from me as I press my chest against her. Barely managing to turn herself to face the wall, she cradles the book against her chest with both hands, concealing it from me. “It’s my sister’s.” Her words are more of a cry than anything else, but the tone of them holds her explanation. “It’s the last thing she gave to me,” she bellows against the wall.
“I just got it yesterday; I don’t know what book it is.” Her voice lowers as her shoulders shudder. “There’s no cover and I don’t know what it is.”
So this is what it takes to make her cower? An attempt to steal a book from her?
She’s a trapped, scared, wild creature with nowhere to run and not sure how to fight, holding on to defiance because she has nothing else. I see her so clearly.
One breath, and then another. I stand there and just let her breathe.
“I believe you. Calm down.”
“Calm down?” she shrieks at me, her voice wavering.
“Lower your voice or you’ll stay in this fucking room until I feel like letting you out.” I practically hiss the low threat, backing away slightly, but still remain close enough that she doesn’t turn around. “Let me see it,” I demand, holding out my hand. “I’ll give it back.”
She’s still and quiet for a long moment as my hand hovers in the air.
“There are times to fight and times to give in,” I say calmly and then add, “I might know what book it is.”
Thump. My heart pounds in my chest as she still doesn’t react. Hope starts to wane, but before I have to decide what to do with her, she turns to face me, and hesitates only a second more before giving me the book.
“Do you read a lot?” she asks me as I skim the first page and then turn it over to examine the back.
Before I can reply, a small sigh of amusement erupts from her lips and then she covers her mouth. I can’t help but to watch as her fingers trail down her lips before she lets her hand fall to her side. “Sorry,” she says. “That’s a ridiculous question.”
“It’s a ridiculous situation, so it’s a fair question,” I answer her evenly, letting her see how easy it could be if she just gives in.
Holding the book out to her, I shake my head and say, “I don’t anymore, and I don’t recognize it either.”
Her fingers barely brush against mine as she takes the book back, and the heat in her touch is electrifying. So magnetic, I nearly slip my hand forward, desperate for more. Her lashes flutter as she moves away from me, pulling back as much she can and wrapping her arms around herself. “What do you want from me?”
The immediate response is disappointment, and something else. There’s a twisting feeling inside that feels like a loss, but I would have had to have possession of her in the first place to justify this feeling deep in the pit of my stomach.
“I have an offer for you and then I’ll let you go,” I tell her simply, acutely aware of the way each word sounds controlled.
“Is that a promise?” she asks as her gaze lifts to mine and she shakes her head in disbelief.
“Only because you’ll be coming back.”
In return she bites her bottom lip, effectively silencing herself, but the rage is clearly written on her face.
“You want to hate me.” I address her anger before anything else.
“Yes,” she answers quickly and honestly.
“That’s only going to hurt you.” The rawness in my words comes from a place I don’t recognize.
She answers me, but she chokes up as she says, “I’m fine with that.”
The twisting in my gut gets sharper. The seconds pass, and the air changes subtly between us, each of us staring at the other and waiting for the next move.
“What do you know about Marcus?” I ask her pointedly.
She shrugs like none of this matters, as if she isn’t breaking apart. “I heard my sister say his name. He had something for her.”
“What else?” I push her for more.
“Nothing.” She looks me in the eyes and says, “All I had was his name and yours when she left.”
“Nothing else?” I finally ask her when I judge her response to be sincere. “Nothing about the drugs?”
“You’re all drug dealers,” she bites back.
“Now Marcus is a drug dealer?”
“He must be. Just like you must be.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because my sister bothered to learn your name.”
“What name is that?”
“Cross.”
“So when you said you know all about Marcus and the drugs…”
“I wanted to …” She can’t finish. Her lips press into a thin line before she finally says, “I wanted it to sound like I had you.”
Time moves quickly as I stare at her and she stares back.
“I wanted you to feel like you weren’t going to get away with it,” she whispers, breaking the silence and rubbing her arms.
“That’s all you know?”
“One of you had her killed.” She croaks the quick response and I can see the frustration on her face from not being able to keep it together.
“It wasn’t me or anyone who works for me,” I tell her calmly, keeping my voice low and steady and looking her in the eyes just like she did me.
When she doesn’t react, I add, “You have questions; I can give you answers.”
“What happened to my sister?” she asks me without allowing a second to pass.
“I don’t know exactly, but I can find out. And more importantly, it’s not going to happen like this. I have a way of doing things and a desire to handle things in a certain manner.”
She stares at me like I’m the devil and she’s searching for a way to escape. There’s no escaping from this though.
“You’ll get the answers you want and pay off the debt your sister owed.”
“What do you get?”
“It will be tit for tat. I seem to remember you mentioning Marcus and something else about drugs?” I press and she blanches. “But I like things done a certain way. When I have questions to ask and I need to make sure the person giving me an answer is telling the truth.”
“What way is that?” she asks in a single breath. The nerves are making her shoulders shake slightly.
There’s no way I can tell her; I have to show her instead.
“Every ten minutes is a hundred dollars.” I make up the amount on the spot and before I can calculate anything else, she questions, “Ten minutes of what?” She doesn’t bother to hide the trepidation in her voice.
I can see her nervousness, the anger barely hidden.
“I’m not going to lie, Bethany. One of the reasons I didn’t kill you where you stood in your foyer is because I find you…” I trail off as I debate on the next words I want to say, but take a risk.
“I think you’re beautiful and I love the way you fight me.”
Her lips part, her breathing coming in short gasps, and her chest flushes with a subtle blush that trails up her neck. The compliment leaves her more amenable. Her eyes widen, the depths of the darkness taking over as what I want sinks in.
“And what do you expect me to do?” she asks and her words are rushed as if she doesn’t already know.
“You’ll see.”
“I’m not a whore.” Her barb is immediate and raw. “I don’t care what my sister owed you.” She lowers her voice to add, “I don’t owe you anything.”
A smirk tugs at my lips and I lean forward, letting my palm rest against the drywall just above her right shoulder. Bringing my lips to her ear, I tell her, “I don’t have to buy sex and if and when we do fuck, it will be because you’re begging me to be inside of you.”
“Fuck you.”
“Those words again.” I tsk and then add, “You do owe me.”
“I don’t owe you shit. The person who killed my sister owes you, not me.”
With her raised voice, the tension rises as well until I tell her, “Three hundred thousand dollars.”
“I don’t… my sister…” She struggles to finish her sentence, choking on her words, letting the number hit her. Three hundred thousand dollars.
That’s more than she’ll make in five years of working her ass off at the mental health hospital. I know what she makes, and every cent she has to her name was in the file Seth gave me.
I can see the way number piles on top of her; the very idea that she would have to pay that amount suffocates her. Stealing the life from her for only a moment before she tries to back away from me, but there’s only the wall behind her. Nothing more, and nowhere to go.
“You have no choice.”
“Jenny couldn’t have…” It’s not the debt that causes grief to settle in the depths of her eyes, it’s the very idea that her sister owed that much money to men like my brothers and me.
“You have questions and want answers. I want my bar to be free of your bullshit.” Although my words are harsh, my voice is calm, as soothing as it can be given the situation.
Her gaze whips up to mine, and she battles the need to hold on to the anger as my eyes roam down her body. The sleeve of her shirt is ripped, probably from her own doing. Her nails are chipped—again, probably from the way she’s struggled in all of this and then destroyed everything she could get her hands on.
“You have aggression and you need a release; I can give you that.”
She breathes a little heavier then says, “I want to leave.”
“I want an answer.”
Silence.
“You have a debt, an inherited debt and I’m giving you a way to pay it, free and clear.”
“I don’t owe you shit,” she whispers, her pain laced in between each word, woven in the air between us. But more than that… I can hear the consideration evident by the lack of her animosity.
“It’s your house, Thirty-four Holley Drive? Your sister was on your deed, wasn’t she? I’m guessing she helped you get the loan before she fell down the path that took her away from you?”
I’m an asshole, a prick. I’m going to fucking hell for this. With every second that passes, Bethany struggles more and more to fight, because she can barely hold herself together. “She used your home as a marker for this loan. It’s going to be paid.”
It’s cruel how I stand here, watching these words strike Bethany over and over. Each time taking a larger piece of her sister’s memory and changing it. Changing how she remembered her. And how she feels about her now.
I am the devil she thought I was.
“It’s not about the money for you though.”
My statement brings her gaze to me as I add, “And I’m not interested in taking from you what you don’t want to give.”
Her lips part, bringing me closer to getting what I want.
“You want to do it, Bethany. You will do this. The curiosity will win out. And if you don’t go through me, if you go back to pounding down doors and calling the police…” I let the unspoken threat dangle in front of her, allowing her to come to her own conclusion. “I’m a powerful man, but even I can’t save someone from themselves.”
My words seem to strike a chord with her, stealing what’s left of her composure.
“I just want- “
I cut her off and say, “I can give you what you want. And you can give me what I want too. Or you can pay me three hundred thousand by the due date, which is in…eleven days.” I make up a date, and then regret the fact that I didn’t say tomorrow.





BETHANY
I don’t know how long I’ve sat here, wondering why he let me go. I know I should be dead after what I did. He’s a criminal, and he could have done whatever he wanted with me. Before or after I shot that gun. He’s strong enough to, and he has the means to do it. I’ve learned that much.
The sun’s gone down, leaving my small living room bathed in shadows. My eyes burn, and my left ankle is numb from sitting on it for so long.
There’s a bus that runs from the next block over all the way to Jersey City. I’ve been thinking about that too. And whether or not I would be able to use my credit cards, or if he’d be able to track me. I don’t have enough cash to live without cards. I barely have any cash, in fact. There’s a lot of debt in my name if I were to run and somehow try to come up with a fake ID.
I guess I can add three hundred thousand more to that debt. My stomach sinks at the thought, somehow finding its way to my throat even though it’s in the opposite direction.
I’ve been waiting for some miraculous plan to smack me in the face. An easy way out, or even a difficult one. Something tells me Jase Cross will find me though. He’ll find me wherever I run.
I can hear my back crack as I slowly rise from the sofa. My body is so stiff and sore, an obvious reminder of what happened. I need to give in to sleep and rest, but I can’t bring myself to do it. To go lie in my bed when I’m so fucked.
Three hundred thousand dollars. What did you get yourself into, Jenny?
I have nothing. No money saved, only debt from school and from bailing Jenny out countless times. No answers to what happened.
He has answers. The nagging voice reminds me of that fact as I walk around my coffee table, leaving the book where it sits, and heading to the kitchen.
He wants to use me and pressure me into this when I don’t deserve this shit. And he’s the one with all the power. The one with all the answers.
Answers that belong to me. If he wants that debt to be paid, he’d better hold up his end of the deal. He’d better give me answers.
Grabbing a glass from the dishwasher and one of the many open bottles of red wine from my fridge left by all my unwelcomed guests, I decide on a drink. A drink to numb it all.
It’s what I relied on last night too, after hours of searching my sister’s old room for anything at all. Drugs she could have bought, cash she stored somewhere. I have no fucking idea how she owes so much, but her room was barren.
When Jase Cross dropped me off and told me he’d be seeing me soon, that was the first thing I did. Then I searched everywhere else. I searched and dug until my body gave out. And then I drank, somehow finding a moment of sleep, only to wake up with a pounding headache and that sick feeling still in my gut.
The way he said he’d be seeing me soon, before unlocking the car doors and walking me to my front door, the way he said it was like a promise. Like a promise a long-lost lover makes.
Not at all like the threat it really is.
The cork pops when it comes out, that lovely sound filling the air, followed by the sweet smell of Cabernet.
One glass quiets the constant flood of questions and regrets.
Two glasses numb the fears and makes me feel... alive. Free? I don’t know.
Three glasses and I usually give in and pass out and everything’s better then. Until I wake up and have to face another day with nothing to take this emptiness inside of me away.
He has answers.
Jase fucking Cross.
Ever since he let me go, my wrists and throat have felt scarred with his touch, and his voice has lingered in the back of my thoughts.
I hate that he makes me feel so much. There’s a spark between us I can’t deny. He doesn’t hide it, and that only makes this all hotter. It’s in the way he talks to me, his candor and tone. The way his gaze seems to see through me while also seeing all of me, every bare piece of me. There is nothing that isn’t raw in the tension that ties us together. Raw and thrilling… and terrifying.
I shouldn’t find the arrogant prick so hot. He’s a criminal and an asshole.
It doesn’t matter if I want to fuck him. I still hate him. I hate what he does to earn a living and what he stands for. I hate that in her last months, he may have seen my sister more than I did.
Hate doesn’t do what I feel toward him justice.
He has to know there’s no way I can pay him three hundred thousand dollars.
He has to know and that’s why he’s given me this “out” – it’s coercion at best. I could take him to court, but I already went to the cops. And going to them got me nothing. Not a damn thing but Jase fucking Cross knocking at my door.
“I don’t trust him,” I whisper to no one, letting my fingertip drag along the edge of the wine glass before tipping it back, gulping down the chilled liquid. “I don’t trust anyone anymore.”
I almost called the cops. The very second I shut the front door after saying goodbye as if he was an old friend, not a bad man wrapped in a good suit, and pushed my back against it. I almost did it and then I remembered doing the same damn thing yesterday, and the day before and the day before that. No one can help me.
Jase has answers. The voice doesn’t shut up. I slam the glass down hard on the counter. Too hard for being this sober. Barely caring that the glass isn’t broken, I grab the bottle and pour the rest of it into the glass. It’s more than enough to help me pass out and to leave me with a hangover in the morning.
With both of my hands on the counter, I lean forward, stretching and going over every possibility.
If I stay, he’s either going to try to fuck me or kill me. And I must be insane, because I think it’s all worth it if I get answers.
I’m willing to risk it just to feel something else – something other than this debilitating pain. “I’ve lost my fucking mind.”
Just as the words leave me, I hear a ping from the living room and turn my head to stare down the narrow walkway of my kitchen.
My gaze moves from the threshold, to the fridge and I purse my lips before making my way to where the other bottles are hiding from me.
My bare feet pad on the floor and it’s the only sound I hear as I grab the next partially drunk bottle from the fridge, the glass from the counter, and move back to where my ass has made an indent in the sofa.
Pulling the blanket over my lap, I sit cross-legged and read the text. I’m trying to prepare myself for any number of things. The trepidation, the anxiety, both are ever constant, but dampened with yet another sip of the sweet wine.
It’s only Laura, though. Seeing her name brings a small bit of relief until I read what she wrote.
Where the hell are you?
Home. What’s wrong?
I went there yesterday. What happened to your door?
That sick feeling creeps up from the pit of my stomach and rises higher and higher until I’m forced to swallow it down with another gulp. This wine is colder, and it gives me a chill when I drink it.
Lie.
Just lie.
I know I should. I need to. I won’t bring her into this bullshit. It’s my problem, not hers.
You know I’m Italian, I answer her. Hoping the bit of humor mocking my hot-tempered heritage will lighten her mood.
You broke your door?
Italian and Irish, can’t help it. Even I smirk at my answer. My mom used to tell us we’re mutts, a mix of Italian and Irish, so people should know we’ll hit them first if they’re coming for us, and we won’t stop hitting until we hit the floor. She was a firecracker, my mom.
The memory of her, of us, stirs up a sadness I keep at bay by filling my glass again. Three glasses, in what, twenty minutes? Even I can admit that’s too much.
What happened? Laura asks.
Staring at the full glass, but not taking a sip, I settle with a half-truth. My boss told me I have to take time off.
Is it paid?
I get a little choked up thinking about how everyone chipped in to donate their PTO and debate on telling her the details, but hell, I can’t deal with all this shit right now. I’ve never felt so overwhelmed in every way in my entire life. So I keep it simple.
Yeah. It’s paid.
I miss you, she writes back. Thankfully, not continuing a subject that’s going to push me over the edge.
I’m teetering on the wrong side of tipsy, exhausted, mourning, angry and in denial of fear and loneliness. And being coerced into … probably sex, by a man I thought was going to kill me.
Fuck any kind of therapeutic conversation right now. Whether it’s with Laura or anyone else. I don’t have the emotional energy for it.
I miss you too.
We should go drunk shopping next weekend. Laura’s suggestion sounds like a good way to have a minor public breakdown and max out my credit card. Which is fine if I do decide to leave town on the bus to Jersey City.
We can start at the mall, hit the restaurant bars in between the department stores? she suggests. The best times I’ve had with Laura were on the edge of a barstool holding a bag in one hand and a drink in the other, all while laughing about old times.
Hell yes, I answer her, because that’s how I always answer her. Whether I’m going or not, I’ll let her think I am so she feels better.
I promised I’d make you go out, so boom. Look at me keeping my commitment. I can practically hear the laughter in her voice from that text.
Who would have thought drunk shopping was a commitment you could keep, I joke back.
Seriously though, we haven’t talked. How are you?
Do you need me to come over?  Laura’s message makes me pause. But I can’t hesitate for too long. She’s sent me that message before, do you need me to come over, when in reality she was five minutes away and already headed here. She’s notorious for just dropping in on people like that and thinks it’s cute. In all honesty, I’m glad she’s done it in the past, but I can’t tonight. I will break down and tell her everything.
Don’t come, I’m fine. I think I needed the time off, I admit to Laura after writing several messages and deleting them all.
If she came over… it would be disastrous.
Life moves too fast. It’s whirling around me, demanding, taking, and I don’t even have time to do an inventory of what’s left of me. I don’t know how to be okay, and I want someone to hurt for what happened to Jenny. I want someone who deserves it to be in this pain.
Someone other than me. It’s so easy to blame myself. I deserve some of it. I can admit it.
I don’t tell Laura any of that though. A small part of me knows she already knows I blame myself. No matter how many times she’s told me you can’t help someone who won’t help themselves. It doesn’t change the fact that Jenny was my sister. It doesn’t change the fact that I keep thinking if only I’d been with her, or if I’d followed her, if I’d pushed her more, maybe she’d still be with me.
I don’t even realize I’m crying until I feel the tears on my cheeks.
Angrily, I wipe them away and toss my phone across the coffee table. It makes the glass clatter against the table as I cover my face with my hand and force myself to calm down.
I just need to know what happened. I need to know.
Jase Cross will get me answers.
The very thought has my eyes opening, and the need to mourn subsiding.
My gaze wanders to the foyer. To the small table that sits right where it should, but was pushed to the side only hours ago. To the wall he pushed me against. The scene plays out in my head, complete with the bang of a gun and his husky voice whispering against the shell of my ear.
As I remember his words, shivers run down my shoulders. I’ll blame some of them on the wine.
He may not have hurt her, but he knows who did, or he knows someone who can find out. He knows something about the side of my sister I never fully knew.
I want it. I need it. I need to know.
As my phone pings with another text, there’s a knock at my door.
Fucking Laura. I love her, but I cannot deal with life right now. I don’t bother picking up the phone to see what she wrote this time.
Instead I’m focused on one glaring thought that won’t leave me alone as I stand up. I know nothing about the world my sister inhabited. I know nothing about the life she led.
All I know is this, my work, my small circle, and the daily patterns that haven’t changed in years.
But Jase Cross knows it all.
Making my way to the door, I come up with every excuse I can to make her go away; looking down past my baggy pajama shirt all the way to the stains on my old sweatpants, my very appearance is excuse enough. I need to pass the hell out and be alone.
I’m already telling her to go home when I open the door, wide and easily, not even considering for a second that it isn’t her.
“You aren’t touching my wine-” I start to joke with her, but then my jaw drops open and my heart stutters. My body heats with both fear and desire, making my grip on the doorknob slip as Jase stares down at me.
He’s taller than I remember; how is that even possible? His shoulders are wide and dominating as he stands in my doorway. A ribbed black Henley under a thick wool coat and dark jeans are all he wears this time. For some reason, comparing the two sides of him, this casual man with an edge of seduction and the buttoned-up powerful man of control… it stirs a heat in my core.
“What do you want?” My words are rushed and I try desperately to hold on to what little sense I have.
“You look surprised.” His voice is smooth like velvet, caressing every one of my senses.
“What are you doing here?” I question him, feeling panic rise inside of me.
With a sexy smirk kicking up his lips, he runs the pad of his thumb down the sharp line of his jaw before telling me, “I’m here with your contract.”





JASE
She’s less than sober. The winestained lips tell me that.
She hasn’t slept, judging by her messy hair and the darkness under her eyes.
And I can tell by the response of her body when she looks into my eyes that she needs to be fucked. Hard and ruthlessly. Fucked into her mattress until she can’t do anything but sleep away everything that plagues her.
Good fucking timing for me. I’ve never given in to these desires. It’s only been a fantasy. I know she’s hurting and so am I. There is a certain kind of pleasure that can soothe such a deep pain. I fucking need it. Right now.
The thoughts run wild in my head as I wait for her to let me in.
The foyer is just how I remembered it. A classic ‘50s house with a mix of modern and antique furniture that give it a comfortable feel. She’s eclectic. Or at least her belongings are.
The chill of the winter air moves with me as I take a long stride inside, forcing Bethany to take a step back. Her stride is shorter though and she bumps her ass into the hall table, turning around as she startles, and I take the moment to close the door.
“I didn’t say you could come in.” She breathes out her words and stumbles at finding her anger and her strength to keep me away. I almost feel bad catching her off guard. But then again, that’s how she caught me yesterday.
“We got off on the wrong foot.” I ignore her statement, taking a step toward her but making sure to be as nonthreatening as I can. With my hands slipping into my front pockets I meet her questioning gaze, and each passing moment it heats with an anger she’s barely concealing.
“I apologize,” I offer, seeing that fight come and go inside of her. She has no idea what to do, and my apology gives her whiplash.
Her lips part, but no words come out. Her hands move behind her, gripping the small table and I swear I can hear her heartbeat loud and clear. As if it’s pounding inside of her just for me.
Still no words have come but her lips stay parted, and her gaze remains questioning.
“I shouldn’t have come in here like I did, making demands. I think we can come to terms in a civilized manner.”
A crease mars her forehead as Bethany brushes the hair from her cheek and tucks it behind her ear.
“You’re a criminal,” she speaks lowly to the floor, but her eyes rise to mine as she adds, “You think you can force your way into getting what you want and if that doesn’t work, charm will?” Although she poses the statement as a question, I know she believes what she said wholeheartedly.
She’s not wrong, but I won’t give her that satisfaction.
“I’ve never been called charming, Bethany,” I tell her, playing with the way I say her name. Softening it, letting it fall from my lips gently, as if simply whispering it allows it to hang in the air, hinting at all the things we’re leaving unspoken.
It takes her a moment to say anything at all. The force in her words is absent, and she doesn’t look me in the eyes.
“Apology accepted, please leave.”
“We have unfinished business.” My response is immediate.
I watch as she swallows, hating me but knowing I push more boundaries than just anger.
“I stand by what I said, you owe a debt.” Her gaze snaps to mine and her exhale is forceful. I continue before she can object. “I wrote up a contract I think you’ll find agreeable.”
She’s silent as I pull out the folded paper from my back pocket, along with the pen I lifted from her purse.
Her gaze narrows as she recognizes it. “You’ll need to sit down for this. Standing in the hallway isn’t how I conduct business.”
Silence.
Ever defiant.
I fucking love it. I relish standing here while she makes me wait, as if she could actually control what happens next. Our story is already written, and she knows it. She’ll give in. She knows that too.
Without saying a word, she stalks to her living room, her arms crossed over her chest until she sits.
Although I haven’t been in the living room, I’ve already seen it. And the kitchen and dining room. I’m prepared for what’s in every drawer. Seth took care of that for me.
There’s a heavily poured glass of wine on the table, and she pours it back into the bottle rather than downing it like I thought she was going to do when she grabbed it.
“You can sit wherever you want, intruder.”
“Intruder?” I question her and the only acknowledgement I get is a firm, singular nod in time with the glass being placed gently on the coffee table.
“All right then, attempted murderer,” I quip back and take a seat on the armchair beside the sofa.
Her mouth drops open and then slams shut, her jaw tense as she stares back at me as if I’ve said something offensive. “Just calling a spade a spade,” I say and hold her gaze as I raise my hands, palms toward her in defense.
She hesitates to respond and I know I see remorse in her eyes. I know what it looks like; I see it every fucking day.
“I would have done the same, just so you know,” I confide in her and her tense shoulders ease a bit. Only a fraction though. “I don’t blame you.”
She’s still silent for a moment, assessing me and everything she’s dealing with.
I’ll be gentle with her, I’ll give her what she needs. I can be that man for her. And she can be what I need.
“What do you want?” she asks after a moment. “What contract?”
Leaning forward, I rest my elbows on my knees and lace my fingers together. “You have questions, needs, and so do I. You owe me a debt, whether you like it or not, and I can give you something you never knew you wanted.”
Her thighs tighten as she swallows thickly, tensing her neck. She pulls the blanket closer to her and asks, “Did you know my sister?”
“Not personally, but I know things she was doing. She got into some trouble.”
The reaction is immediate, her expression falling and for the first time I came in here, the pain shows, but she’s quick to hide it.
“I’ll answer your questions,” she says softly, gaining control of her composure before looking at me and finishing her negotiation. “And you’ll answer mine?”
A sorrowful smile plays at my lips. “That’s not how this works.” Her bottom lip wavers and her fingers dig into the comforter on her lap. “I want more.”
The tension thickens between us with every passing second of silence.
The paper crinkles in my hand as I unfold it and read it to her.
“For the payment of three hundred thousand dollars, not a penny will be paid in currency. The party agrees that sessions will take place, in which Bethany Fawn allows Jase Cross to question her as he sees fit, questions she will answer honestly to the full extent of her knowledge, and in a manner that will entail no physical harm whatsoever to Miss Fawn. The ability for Bethany to stop all proceedings whenever she wishes, verbally, will halt the session, allowing Miss Fawn to leave as she wishes.”
I watch her expression, noting how she squirms uncomfortably and pushes her hands into her lap and she then reads the last line.
“Every ten minutes is equivalent to one hundred dollars.”
“That’s thirty thousand minutes total, that’s five hundred hours,” Bethany says aloud with no indication in her tone as to what she makes of that sum.
“Correct.”
“I couldn’t possibly… that’s a full-time job for a quarter of the year. I won’t let this interfere with my job.”
“It won’t. We can add in a line if you’d like, stating that it will come second to your occupational needs.”
“I would be in debt to you for a year at least.”
“Yes,” I say, and there’s no negotiation in my tone.
“What about my questions?”
“They’re yours to ask, but not a part of this contract.”
“That’s-”
I cut her off. “Not necessary to be included in a contract regarding how you’ll be paying me back.” I lean forward, holding her gaze. “I choose to answer your questions as a gesture of goodwill.”
“And you’ll continue to?” she pushes.
“I don’t have a single problem answering every question you have. Tit for tat.” She gives a small nod of acknowledgement, but nothing else.
Time passes and Bethany chooses not to push for that to be in writing.
“How will you be questioning me?” she asks and a warmth flows through me, the tension lighting slowly, crackling between us like a smoldering fire.
“Sign first,” I answer, swallowing thickly as I pass the paper to her, followed by the pen. Her fingers brush against mine, gentle but hot. The sensation travels from my knuckle all the way up my arm, the nerve endings coming alive with heat.
My throat’s dry and my blood hot just thinking about her allowing me to show her.
“You realize I’ll never believe I owe you anything?” she questions me, a simple statement, so matter of fact.
“You owe me your life for that stupid shit you pulled. Whether you want to believe that or not.”
She picks at some indiscernible fuzz on the blanket before whispering, “I’m sorry.”
Remorse and conflict swirl in her gaze, but she’s quick to hide it from me.
“I like that you’re less angry.”
“That happens when I greet the bottom of a green glass bottle with a label that reads Cabernet.” Her tone is muted, but she gives a small huff of a laugh, and lets a smile kiss her lips for only a moment.
“I need to know what you’re going to do to me,” she says before clearing her throat. “I’m not naïve. I know … I know you can do what you want. I know you may lie to me, hurt me, fuck me, whatever it is you intend to do, I’m not stupid.” I can hear her swallow and then she adds, “But what if I did go along with it? Would you really tell me what happened to her?” Her eyes gloss over and her voice softens.
“A question for a question,” I tell her. “An answer for an answer.”
“You’re going to be disappointed with my answers,” she says with a weary note to her voice. “She barely told me anything. I was speaking out of anger when I saw you.”
“You came to my bar, you looked for my family. You tried to shoot me.” With every sentence, she cowers more and more. “There’s a reason for those actions.” She nods solemnly.
“What are you going-”
“Just sign,” I cut her off and she moves her focus to the empty glass. My pulse is racing, my nerves on edge. And yet, she looks so … unaffected by the weight of what’s to come. Like some part of her has given in.
“I need this as much as you do.”
Her huff is nothing but sarcastic. Easy, I remind myself. Go easy on her now. It will be different later.
“It will be an escape from the pain if nothing else. You need it,” I tell her and this time her expression changes slightly, as if she’s so very aware of the agony that mourning is. It’s also an aphrodisiac. There is never a more relevant time to be touched, or to be loved than when someone you love is gone.
“You want another glass?” I offer with a slight teasing tone to lighten the mood, an asymmetric grin pulling at my lips when she peeks up at me through her thick lashes.
“I may have had more than enough already.”
The sofa groans as she leans back on it, reading the single sheet of paper once again.
The faint light from the disappearing sun kisses her skin as the loose shirt slips down her shoulder and she has to readjust it. She doesn’t look back at me as she does. With her legs bent, her bare feet resting on the edge of the sofa and a thin blanket thrown over her lap, she looks far too casual for this moment.
As if that exposed skin of hers wasn’t everything I’ve been thinking about since I first saw her across the bar. As if I don’t want to rip that shirt off of her and devour every inch of her body with open-mouth kisses, dragging my teeth along her skin and making her that much more sensitive for what I’m going to do to her.
There are moments in time, pauses in your reality, where you realize this instant will be a memory forever. Something that will never leave you. I’ll remember this one forever.
I hope I never forget how the adrenaline is rushing through me, how eager I am. I want to remember it all. Every single detail.
I’ll remember it, and I’ll have to, because I’m going to lose her. She’s not meant to be mine.
That doesn’t mean I won’t take her, though.
“If I say no?” she asks, her wide hazel eyes searching mine for something.
“It doesn’t happen.” There’s no hesitation in my answer.
“If I say stop?”
“It stops.”
“Why do it then? Why would you do this?” she asks with her brow furrowed.
“Because I know you want it. I know you need it.” She’s silent in return.
“This would never hold up in court,” she says, finally breaking the quiet.
“I have no desire to ever see you in a courtroom, Miss Fawn. I didn’t even intend to write this down; I only did it because I thought you would respond better, maybe even listen to what I’m offering, if it was written in black and white.”
“And what is it you’re offering exactly, Mr. Cross?”
“Answers, and an escape, a way to pay a debt I know you can’t afford.” My gaze stays on hers, holding her in place until she gives me an answer. “This is a world you know nothing about, Bethany, and I’m willing to bring you into it. I’m willing… and you’d be wise to take this deal.”
“Call me Beth.” She corrects me without looking at me as the pen scribbles her signature, right on the line next to mine.
Desire sinks into my blood in an instant, surging through every fiber of my being as the paper and pen find themselves on the coffee table. Signed on the dotted line.
“I’ll go easy on you,” I tell her as I stand up, preparing myself to show restraint. She stays where she is, pretending not to be affected in the least.
“Is that right?” she asks as I pour a glass of wine. She stares at the dark liquid swirling before speaking out loud. “I’m already a little further than the right side of tipsy, Mr. Cross.”
I fucking love the way she said my name. My cock stiffens, immediately hard just from having her obey me, having her speak to me like this. There’s something about a fiery woman submitting that makes me lose all control and focus, giving it all to her.
“It’s for me,” I point out and take a sip. It’s cheap wine, but decent enough.
“Don’t confuse me going along with this for something it isn’t,” she says a little harder, with more resolve than I expect.
“Oh, and what isn’t it?”
“I’m not just going to let you do what you want and get away with it. I’m not that easy, and I’m not submitting to your every wish if that’s what you think this is.”
A beat passes before I ask her, “Then what are you doing?”
“I’m simply learning the ropes of your world, Mr. Cross.”
“This is how you’ll learn. You’ll do what I say. I ask the first question, then once I’m satisfied with your answer, you can ask me whatever you want. Those are the ropes, Miss Fawn.”
Her long brown hair brushes against her shoulders as she nods, making her shirt fall once again and a shiver run across her skin. She’s quick to lift the thin fabric back into place, as if it will be staying there.
“Lie down.” I give her the first command and just like yesterday, in the guest bedroom when I waited for the book she held so tightly, she hesitates, testing me before obeying.
“I’d like to address an important matter first,” she states innocently enough, arching a perfectly plucked brow at me.
“What’s that?”
“It’s seven seventeen,” she tells me and I grin, letting the rush of desire take over.
“I already started the clock at six fifty-two when I pulled into your driveway.”
Surprise widens her eyes.
“Lie down.”
“I’ll say no if you tell me to spread my legs for you.”
The determination in her voice is surprising, considering how badly she wants me.
Although I don’t speak the sentiment out loud, I make her words a personal challenge.
“You’d spite me to deny yourself a basic need?” I ask her and before she can respond I add, “I have no intention of fucking you today, but I know you need to be fucked long and hard … both that mouth of yours and your cunt.”
Indignation flashes in her eyes, darkening them, which only makes the golden hues that much more vibrant.
“If I put my hands between your thighs, would I find you hot and wet for me?” My voice is calm, although my dick leaks precum, throbbing from the very idea that her cunt is ready for me.
“You’ll never know,” she says offhandedly before lying down, covering herself with the blanket and resting her head on the one pillow that was tucked in the corner of the sofa.
“I asked you a question.” My words are hard, and her hazel glare whips to mine. “Is your cunt soaking wet for me?”
“No.” She answers savagely and begins to ask her own question, but I tell her, “I’m not satisfied with that answer.”
I drop to my knees one by one to get closer to her, feeling her heat, but not touching her. Not yet.
Somehow I keep my voice low and controlled when I repeat my question, “Is your cunt soaking wet for me?” My breathing is short, my palms hot with desire raging inside of me.
Give in to what’s to come, my cailín tine.
The Gaelic phrase fits her, everything about her, perfectly. My cailín tine. My fiery girl.
Lifting her head and staring boldly into my heated gaze, she answers, “You’re an attractive man, Mr. Cross. I’ve been wet for you since you pinned me against my foyer wall.” Her blink is slow and deliberate. When she opens her eyes, she stares at the ceiling as if her heart isn’t racing out of her chest, as if the blush on her cheeks is only from the wine. With her hands on her chest, she gently places her head on the pillow and asks politely, “Is it my turn to ask a question?”
Sitting back, I rest my hands on the rustic wood floors on either side of my thighs, forcing myself not to touch her. It’s so cold, and a much-needed reminder of how hot I burn for her.
“You aren’t in the position I want yet, but yes, I did say I would go easy on you this first time.”
“Who killed my sister?” Her words are blurted out and her body tenses. “I want a name,” she adds quickly.
“I don’t have a name, but I’m looking into it and when I do – which I will, I promise you – when I do have a name, I will tell you.”
“So you’re saying you had nothing to do with it?”
“That’s another question, Miss Fawn. I’ll gladly answer it now, but then I get two in a row.”
Her wild eyes search mine for a moment as she clenches her jaw before nodding in agreement.
“Not only did I have nothing to do with her death, neither did my brothers or anyone who works for me. I have no idea why she was killed… yet.”
She swallows thickly and her forehead scrunches as she wars with whether or not to believe me.
All I can think about is the one night at The Red Room. I bet her sister told her about that night and that’s why she came searching for me and knew to go to my club.
“Move your hands above you, to here,” I say then reach up and pat the arm of the sofa. She’s slow to obey, but she does. Her nails sink into the fabric and that loose shirt slips down her shoulder again, showing me more of her soft skin. I run a finger along the curve of her arm, leaving goosebumps along my path.
“I don’t know-”
I cut off her objection. “I want to know when you’re lying to me, and I’ll do as I see fit.” My words are barely spoken, because my focus is on how flushed her skin is already from such little contact.
I take my time, moving her hair to the side so I can see her slender neck and the dip in her collar.
Reaching into my left back pocket, I pull out a simple, black silk tie and tell her, “Your wrists will be bound.” Her eyes flash to mine, and I take another sip of her wine. It’s so much sweeter the second time, not unlike herself.
Although she watches as if she’d like to object, she doesn’t. Instead all she says is, “Seven thirty-four.”
“One thing you’ll find benefits you greatly in this arrangement is that I enjoy taking my time,” I tell her, picking up her left wrist, wrapping it and then the other before tying the two together. “Your body will tell me if you’re lying to me. Your body will tell me everything.”
All the while I watch her body. How her back arches slightly, how slowly she’s blinking, how quickly she’s breathing. I’m captivated by her and I couldn’t give two shits if every word out of her mouth is a lie.
“You said you’d stop if I want you to?” she asks me and I answer with a question of my own. “Are you already having doubts?”
“Just checking,” she whispers as I tighten the knot and place her wrists back on the arm of the sofa, above her head. The nervousness colors her every move. She can’t hide anything from me like this.
I don’t ask her or warn her before I pull the blanket down, exposing her to the cool air, so at odds with her heat.
I’ll go slow. I’ll be gentle this first time and ease her into what I want.
Her hips dig into the sofa as if she’s trying to get away or hide, before ultimately relaxing. Her thighs are pressed firmly together, all the way down her legs to her ankles, barely covered by the thin sweatpants. With her shirt pulled up from the way she’s laying, there’s a sliver of her midriff exposed.
“Let me tell you a secret.” My fingers fall to just above the exposed skin, playing along the hem of her shirt and gently lifting it higher. “I often have to get answers from people. It’s what I do; it’s what I’m good at.”
It’s because of me that Carter was able to create this empire so quickly. Everyone had secrets and I was able to get them all. With a knife and ruthlessness he didn’t have quite yet. Power is limited if you don’t have the knowledge to enforce it.
Her body stiffens and the breath she releases is strained.
“When someone is put in a state where they can’t control their body, their emotions,” I say, watching her as she stares at the ceiling, waiting for her eyes to find mine before continuing, “their pain or their pleasure, they give so much away.” I let my words linger in the air before my fingers finally fall to her exposed belly. I run the tips of my fingers just inside the waistband of her sweatpants. Just barely venturing lower. “I intend to tie you down, to push your limits, and to enjoy every detail you give me about whatever it is I want to know.”
“I can say no,” she gasps as I slip my hand lower, finding the elastic band of her underwear. The way her shoulders rise and hunch with every quick breath reveals her desire just as much as it displays her need to run.
“Of course you can, but why would you deny yourself if you have nothing to hide?”
“I don’t have anything to hide.”
“Prove it,” I tell her.
“You just want to touch me.” Her words fall carelessly from her lips.
“I want to do more than touch you,” I admit to her and feel a pang in my chest. A longing that’s desperate to be spoken. “You aren’t the only one in this room who’s in need.”
At my words, her gaze drifts lower, down to my zipper and I’m sure she can tell how hard I am for her. Her mouth parts slightly and she looks away, not commenting but showing her cards all too easily.
My gaze wanders to the crook of her neck, and as she breathes, a lock of hair falls right where I’m looking.
Leaning forward, I brush it to the side and bring my lips closer to her ear. Intent on whispering, intent on sharing a part of me I haven’t shared with anyone.
I want to run my lips along her neck, kissing and sucking and confessing all my sins, begging for forgiveness.
Her chest heaves as if she knows I want to kiss her.
None of that happens though, because she turns her head just as I start to make my move, and she steals the kiss from me.
Her lips brush against mine at first, soft and hesitant. Yet she nips my bottom lip before I can deepen it. The gentleness of her touch is at odds with how my hands reach up to her hair, gripping it at the base of her neck and pulling her head back to expose more of her throat.
With my breath stolen, once again caught off guard, and with the desire running rampant in my blood, I stare down at her. Her eyes half lidded, her breaths coming in short pants as if I’d just devoured her and it wasn’t at all a tempting taste of a kiss.
I’m drunk off her.
Breathing in her lust and not breaking her gaze, I lower my fingers to her swollen nub, spreading her arousal up to it, and then circling it. “What was that for?” I ask her and she tells me, “I wanted to take it first. I deserve that much at least.” Her last word skips in the air, like a flat rock thrown across a summer lake. Her speech moves from a higher pitch to a whisper as I move my fingers lower, playing with her and watching every reaction she gives me.
“How many lovers have you had?” I ask and my question catches her off guard as she struggles to hold back her gasps.
“Few,” she answers in a strained voice as I circle her clit again.
“Recently?”
“Not since college.”
“Did they touch you like this?” I ask her, imagining a younger version of her under the sheets in a dorm room, letting some dumb fuck put his hands on her.
“Yes,” she breathes with her eyes closed and I gently press down on her clit and then smack it.
She sits up and when she does I aim for another kiss, but she bites down hard on my mouth. Her teeth plunge into my bottom lip, the bite sending a pain shooting through my body. It’s hard enough to draw blood and I swear to God it does nothing but make me that much harder for her.
She releases me all too soon, sucking in a deep breath with her mouth still open, her chest heaving and her eyes pinned on me.
Lifting my fingers from her heat, I bring them to my throbbing lip.
“No blood,” she murmurs and a soft smirk plays on that pouty mouth of hers. “Don’t get the wrong idea, Mr. Cross. Even if the thought of you getting me off makes me all hot and bothered, I still hate your fucking guts.”
My dick responds, getting harder by the second as she utters the threatening words so sensually, words that would get others killed.
Her anger’s at war with her desire, but it’s losing the battle. Maybe it’s the wine, maybe it’s the exhaustion, but I can give her desire the upper hand.
I watch her every move. The way she clenches her hands and struggles to keep them motionless above her head. The way her skin flushes and goosebumps run up her chest, then down her arms. She’s fucking gorgeous like this. Bared to me without reluctance. Without a single hint suggesting she’s hiding a damn thing.
She’s lost in the lust.
I spread her arousal around her swollen nub before bringing my middle finger back to her opening. With a gentle press, her lips part, and the word stop is there, just behind her clenched teeth. The hiss of an S was coming.
I push her, barely sliding the tip of my finger into her hot entrance, and her jaw drops open, the word lost somewhere and remaining unspoken.
Bringing my fingers back to her clit, I let her come down from the high, simply toying with her as she regains her composure.
“That’s your limit?” I ask her, bringing my fingers back up to her clit, watching as her eyes go half lidded and she exhales with pleasure. My fingers drift back down and press against her slick entrance slightly before she nods a yes to my question.
Her control is as surprising as my restraint. If I hadn’t decided I wasn’t going to fuck her tonight, not until she truly begs for it, she’d be screaming my name as I ravaged her on the carpet beneath me. Maybe bent over the coffee table to leave bruises on her hips as a reminder. Making sure she’d feel it tomorrow, so it would be all she could think about.
I need to be gentle today. I’ll ease her in until she’s drowning in the pleasure I’m so desperate to give her.
She can barely breathe. Her gasps and held breaths are making her body tremble just as much as my touches are.
“Cum.” My singular word bites through the air as I land a hard smack on her clit and then capture her scream of pleasure with my own kiss. My kiss is more ruthless than hers as I let my tongue delve into her hot mouth. It’s quick like hers though; I pull back both the kiss and my touch, just as soon as it began.
She can barely keep herself still, her body begging her to move away from the sensation, but she needs more. Pulling her shirt down, I move her bra so it pushes her breast up, and before she can object I lean forward and swirl my tongue around her nipple. Her thighs move together and stagger to the side.
Still sucking on her, I smack her thigh with the back of my hand, pushing her legs open and moving my hand to cup her pussy.
Letting her nipple out of my mouth with a pop, I pull back to tell her, “Your cunt is soaking wet for me,” and rub ruthless circles around her clit, making her brow pinch, her mouth open and her body shudder with another climax.
Her entire body spasms with the second orgasm. And I can barely fucking stand to watch with how hard I am. Everything in me begs me to shove my cock down her throat.
Still panting and struggling, Bethany lets her hands fall forward and then quickly moves them back into place on the arm of the sofa. Her eyes search mine for direction with a desperate apology to forgive her swimming in their darkness.
In answer, I pull the tie loose. She came, she let me touch her. I need to get the hell out of here before I fuck her and ruin it all before it’s even begun.
“Next time will be more intense. You should prepare yourself.”
Her first words as I reach for the contract, still on the table, bring a genuine smirk to my lips. “You didn’t ask your question.”
“I know.”
It’s quiet for a moment as I tuck the contract into my back pocket.
“Why are you doing this?” Her bright eyes are wide and full of fire. Full of an intense desire and a curiosity that are addictive. Every look she gives me brings out more life, more heat, more passion in me to coax more of this from her. She burns like wildfire and I want to add fuel to her flame.
“I wanted you to see why I let you live. What I wanted from you against that foyer wall after you pulled that trigger.” Although her chest rises and falls rapidly, the memory of yesterday adding fear into the cocktail of emotions she’s drunk on, the golden flecks in her hazel eyes stay lit. Her lips part slightly, and I know the memory only gets her off just like it does to me.
“It was an accident,” she admits to me.
My smirk widens into an asymmetric grin. “Is that supposed to make me feel better about it?” I ask her and she simply shakes her head, pulling her shirt down and reaching for the thin blanket to cover herself. Her skin is still flushed, the pleasure still rocking through her, but her eyes are focused on the digital clock below her television.
Ever a reminder.
My smile falls as I tell her, “You’re reckless.”
“You’re the one who was almost murdered by someone like me. So who’s really reckless?”
“Maybe I’m just reckless for you,” I answer without thinking, barely hearing my words before recognizing them.
I warn her, “Next time I won’t ask for your boundaries.”
“I would have--”
“Next time I’m going to fuck you like both of us want me to.”





BETHANY
I feel like I’m drowning. Like I’m in over my head, and I don’t know how I ventured into the dark abyss of the ocean, sure to swallow me whole.
I dreamed of him. I dreamed of Jase fucking me, taking me ruthlessly on the sofa. I dreamed of telling him no, only to have him pin me down and take me regardless.
The thought sends a blush of desire to grace my skin, kissing it and leaving a shiver in its wake. The way Jase did last night. Every small touch brought more and more heat, more sensitivity, more life. I felt alive under him.
And I want more. I’m not ashamed to admit I want more of Jase Cross.
Bringing my fingertips to my lips, I remember the kiss I drunkenly stole—thank God I can blame it on the alcohol. He tasted like bad decisions and lust. A sin waiting to happen.
When did my life become like this?
Working every day has kept my thoughts at bay. And now I have nothing to occupy my time. Nothing but a debt to Jase Cross and unanswered questions I have no way of answering on my own.
The only thing I’ve been working on is looking up every detail I can on Jase Cross. Hardly anything comes up at all about any of his brothers. All I can tell is that they were a poor Irish family, raised in the hellhole that is Crescent Falls. Back then they were nothing. And now they’re everything.
There are only four pictures of Jase that I could find. Two had the same woman in them. In one, she’s in the background, laughing at something. It’s a candid photo and it seems harmless enough. But in the second, her arm is around him. It was taken nearly five years ago, and Jase looks much younger.
I have no fucking clue who she is.
Although, she looks a little like me in this picture, the second one. Only slightly. But the resemblance spreads an eerie chill over my body when I think about it.
Is this who I remind him of?
Was he with her? The fact that I feel any hint of jealousy is ridiculous.
I haven’t been touched since college, and I haven’t wanted a damn thing from a man since that catastrophe.
Maybe I’ve always been jealous like this, and I just didn’t know it because I had nothing to be jealous of. It only took the strike of a single match to ignite a blazing desire to overtake every piece of me.
Maybe this is what it was like for Jenny. One small change, and everything fell from there. Addiction is like that, isn’t it? No matter what your addiction is.
The sound of my phone vibrating on the kitchen counter saves me from the downward spiral of my thoughts.
It’s only Laura, checking in again since I didn’t respond to her last night.
A few quick texts and I’m free of her prying questions, plus I’ve booked a date with a bottle of tequila, her, and the outlet mall next weekend.
The phone clatters on the kitchen counter when I toss it down, staring at it and wondering what that night will end up being. A few drinks, and I’ll tell her the sordid details.
I know I will.
I can see it unfolding in front of me.
She won’t judge me, seeing as how she’s had a few one-night stands. She’s gone backstage with an out-of-town band before, only to be seen again at 2 p.m. the next day, walking a little funny but smiling so hard that it didn’t matter.
It’s not the judgment that concerns me. I couldn’t care less about what people think of me.
If Laura thinks I’m in danger though, she’ll get involved. The very thought makes me let out a slow quivering breath, calming the rush of anxiousness.
I can’t keep Jase my dirty little secret, but some things will have to be just that. A secret. I’ll let him use me, and I’ll use him. Every encounter with him is a step closer to the world my sister lived in before I lost her. It’s closer to where she was and closer to finding out what happened. At least the thought is somewhat calming.
Knock, knock, knock.
Three raps in quick succession sound through the first floor of my house. I’ve never been so grateful for a distraction before.
Looking out through the peephole, I see a man in a gray wool coat, a man I don’t recognize.
Maybe he has a package, or maybe he’s a neighbor. I hesitate to open the door, my hand gripping the knob tight as I consider getting the gun. That didn’t turn out well last time though, and I refuse to live in fear.
It’s just a man. Not everyone is a villain.
The last thought firms my resolve and I pull open the door halfway, wincing when I feel the sharp coldness in the air.
“Hello,” I greet him easily, immediately struck by how handsome he is.
Classically handsome with striking blue eyes and a charming smile. This man has definitely left broken hearts behind in his wake.
The small smile from the thought fades.
Nervousness pricks along the back of my neck. Every hair is standing on edge when I glance behind him, only to see a cop car.
He’s a fucking cop.
“Ma’am, I’m Officer Cody Walsh,” he tells me, taking off his gloves and reaching out his hand to shake mine.
Every ounce of me is consumed with fear, nausea, and the suspicion that this is a setup. I shake his hand without thinking, without considering a damn thing.
Even though he was wearing gloves, his strong hand is ice cold and I feel the chill flow from his touch straight to the marrow of my bones.
It’s not until I swallow my nerves, nearly ten seconds after shaking his hand while he only stares at me curiously, that I’m able to speak.
“Could I see your badge?”
He’s quick to take it out, passing it to me and when he does, his fingers brush against mine. The physical contact is a little too close I think at first, but then I peek up at him and he’s all business. It’s all in my head.
“Sorry, I just didn’t expect to see any more cops now that the funeral’s passed,” I tell him, whipping up the excuse on a dime and praying it explains my hesitation as I pass back his badge. Again his fingers brush mine and although I’m well aware of that fact, he doesn’t show any sign that he noticed.
“The funeral?” he questions and I feel the blood drain from my face.
“My sister’s; isn’t that why you’re here?” My voice is calm but drenched in sorrow. Real sorrow. I stand there pretending I know nothing of the past few days but my grief. I think back to what I felt the night my estranged family left me alone and I had to sleep knowing Jenny was really gone. That the world has accepted that, and I needed to as well.
I’m only a sister in mourning. That’s all I choose to be right now.
“I’m sorry to hear about your loss.” He clears his throat, bringing his closed fist to his mouth as he looks to his right, away from me and then adds, “I’m here on different matters.”
Finally, he looks back at me, and at the same time I feel my heart pounding, filling with so much anxiety, it feels as if it will burst.
As I grip the edge of my door, letting him see the nerves and apprehension, he asks, “Do you mind if I come in?”
A second passes as I look past him to his cruiser. The pounding inside my chest intensifies.
I don’t know what to do, and I’m terrified to make the wrong decision.
“Is this a bad time?” he asks when I don’t answer, his voice carrying my attention back to him.
The light blue eyes that pierce into me tell me it’s all right, there’s a kindness there, a caring soul somewhere deep inside. A small voice inside my head is screaming at me to tell him about Jase. The voice says I’ll be safe. There will be no debt, and all of this will be over.
But a bigger side, the side of me that’s taken over, the side I don’t recognize, isn’t ready for this to end. Already I love being touched by Jase Cross. I crave for that powerful man to use me, and I’m determined to use him in return to get answers.
I can practically hear his sinful voice, luring me into a darkness I may never come out of.
And that’s why I tell him, “I’m sorry, it’s just a bad time. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
The officer nods his head in understanding, but his eyes are assessing and my body tenses. Just go. Please, go.
“I’m new here,” he tells me. “I came down from upstate New York.”
I nod, blinking away the confusion. I anticipated him saying goodbye and apologizing, but instead he shuffles his feet on my porch, shoving his hands into his pockets as he speaks.
“I wanted to come to a smaller city, somewhere with fewer problems and a slower pace.”
A genuine, soft sound of amusement comes from me, forcing the semblance of a smile to my lips. “You aren’t going to find that here,” I tell him.
“So I noticed. Born and raised?” he asks, and I nod.
“My mom moved here when she was pregnant with my sister, before I was born. It was just us three for the longest time.”
“Your sister who just passed?” he asks, inflecting his tone with an appropriate amount of sympathy as his voice lowers, and again I only nod. With the small movement comes a pang in my chest. Every reminder of her is like hearing the news that she’s missing all over again. Or worse, the news that they found her and my worst fear was realized.
“I’m sorry. I lost my brother a while ago. We were close, so I can understand the loss.”
I have to look up to the sky, letting out a slow exhale to keep from tearing up. He doesn’t know. No one could know what we went through this past year.
“I’m getting the lay of the land here, and it seems like there may be a bit of trouble from a man who owns a vehicle spotted at your address recently.”
My teeth sink into my bottom lip and I try to keep my expression neutral until I can ask, “Who would that be?”
“Jase Cross. His entire family and a few others are associated with murder and drug rings, along with other criminal activity.”
Silence.
It’s a long moment that passes, a frigid gust of wind traveling between us before I tell him, “Like I said, this isn’t a good time for me.”
Officer Walsh takes a large step forward, coming close enough to startle me. Staring into my eyes as my lungs are paralyzed, he lowers his voice and says, “I can help you, Bethany. All you have to do is tell me that’s what you want.”
Thump. Thump.
Staring into his light blue eyes, feeling the authority that comes off him in waves, I can’t speak. I only know when I do say something, no matter what I say, there’s a very large probability that I’m going to regret the words that come out of my mouth.





JASE
The door opens before the knuckles of my loosely curled fist can even hit the hard wood. The bite of the cold night nips at my neck at the same time the warmth of Beth’s home welcomes me into 34 Holley Drive.
I’m only slightly aware of either, and neither could beckon me inside the way Bethany’s eyes do. Wide and cautious, but curious more than anything. In this split second, the way she’s breathing, heavy with anticipation—nothing’s ever made me so fucking excited.
“Jase.” She murmurs my name, but not in a greeting. It’s more like an omen.
As I take a step inside, dropping the duffle bag just inside the foyer, she takes a step back, releasing the door and allowing me to close it. It’s quiet; the only sound is the foreboding click of the door shutting.
Bethany nervously picks under her nails as she waits silently.
“You scared?” I ask her and she responds with a huff of a sarcastic laugh and the faintest hint of a smile that comes and goes.
“Is that your question?” she asks me and it’s then that I catch something’s off. Something happened. Squaring my shoulders, I peek behind her. The front hall leads to the kitchen in the back, with the living room to the left and the dining room to the right. It’s all quiet, all dark with the exception being the living room.
“If it’s my turn to ask a question … who do I remind you of?”
My gaze returns slowly to her. I let it travel down her body, noting that she’s in sweats and a baggy t-shirt that reads, Coffee Solves Everything.
“No questions yet,” I answer her and then brush her thick locks of gently curled hair behind her back. “You need to see what I want from you first.”
She leans her weight onto her left heel, tilting her stance and the nervousness wanes some. That’s better.
“I think I got a good idea of that last night,” she says and tries to hide the breathiness that came with “last night” and the rosy blush that slowly rises to her cheeks.
My smirk kicks up, and a warmth flows through me. I knew she needed it. I knew she’d love to be played with.
Lowering my lips to hers, but just barely keeping our mouths from touching, I look her in the eyes and tell her, “That was hardly a nibble of what’s to come.”
Instead of stepping back slightly as I expect her to do so I’m not in her space, she stands her ground and shrugs as she replies, “No need to hold back tonight.” Her words caress my face, causing a longing desire to travel down my body, all the way to my cock.
Keeping my gaze pinned on her, I stand up straighter and gesture to the living room. “After you then,” I offer.
“Not in the bedroom?” she comments under her breath as she walks ahead of me, and I don’t hesitate to grab her hip in my left hand and pull her back into my chest. Her yelp of surprise only makes me harder.
With my lips at her ear, I whisper, “The bedroom is reserved for the nights you beg me the second I walk in to fuck that pretty little cunt of yours.”
The second the words are spoken, I let her go and she falls forward slightly. Barely catching herself although she plays it off, just like she tried to hide her lust for me as she walks ahead of me. I watch her wide hips sway and grab the black duffle bag I’d dropped by the door.
“What’s that?” she asks when she sees it, taking a seat on the sofa easily. As if she’s not nervous at all, and that moment a few seconds ago never happened. It’s cute that she thinks she’s playing hard to get when she’s nothing but eager.
“Rope, for starters.” Her eyes flash, but she says nothing more.
The bag drops with a thud and as the sound of the zipper opening fills the room, she leans closer, attempting to peek inside.
“Ethanol?” she questions with a hint of hesitancy as I pull out several feet of thin nylon rope.
“I’m not sure we’ll need that tonight,” I tell her absently as I let the rope fall to a puddle on the floor and move the coffee table out of the middle of the room. It drags along the floor, and in true Beth fashion she focuses on the bag, walking to it and taking into account everything inside.
A bottle of ethanol, a lighter, candles, a torch, balm, four sections of nylon rope, two large flame-retardant blankets, a weighted blanket, and last but not least, a knife.
Her lips purse as she stiffens by the bag. The worst thing that could happen is that I scare her off. I’ve never wanted anything more than I want this right now.
“Don’t be scared,” I tell her softly with a bit of humor I know will challenge her.
“I’m not,” she bites back, even though she is. I can see it.
“If you could supply a bucket of ice, I think you’ll be grateful for that.”
At my words, she turns her head slowly toward me.
“What exactly is this?” she asks softly, backing away from the bag.
“I’m going to show you.”
Her eyes move to the digital clock and she says, “Eight fourteen…”
“We’ll start the clock at eight if you’d like,” is all I offer her.
When I stand up, the coffee table now repositioned, her arms are crossed and she’s staring down at the bag.
“Your reluctance is understandable, but I promise you, you want this.” My last word hisses in the air, the tempting snake that led Eve to the apple.
“I want at least one question answered first,” she tells me, lifting her gaze from the bag to meet my own.
“One.”
“What kind of business is done at The Red Room?” she asks and a glimmer of a smile pulls at my lips.
“Once you’re tied up with your hands behind your head, I’ll allow you to ask the question again, and I’ll answer it completely.”
The skepticism is there, the hesitation, but slowly she stands tall and leaves the living room, heading to the kitchen. Presumably she’s getting the ice.
I lay down the first flame-retardant blanket and leave the second within reach.
Beth makes her way back into the room holding a glass wine decanter filled with ice. “I don’t have an ice bucket,” she admits to me while I’m still on my knees, fixing the corner of the blanket.
“You nervous?” I ask her, reaching for the decanter.
“You fucking know I am.” She rushes her words like she can’t get them out fast enough, and a deep, rough chuckle leaves me.
“I’m going to need you naked for this,” I tell her as I set the ice down next to the folded-up blanket.
“Of course you are,” she says skeptically, turning away from me and breathing out deep as she shakes out her hands.
“If you want to stop, it stops. I’ll learn your limits. You’ll still get your answers and your debt paid.” I start with addressing her logical concerns, but move to the other side of her thoughts. “The exotic becomes the erotic. Have you ever heard of that?” I ask her.
“I understand temperature play and that this is meant to be …” she trails off and swallows as she turns to face me, her features riddled with a mix of nervousness and fear. “Why like this?”
“Because I crave this,” I admit to her without thinking twice. “It soothes a part of me that isn’t easily kept at bay. I will enjoy every second of this. It’s worth more to me than secrets and a debt.” I didn’t realize how much I needed this, how much I coveted her body beneath mine as I brought out the most intense reactions from her until those words were spoken.
Her eyes close and her body trembles.
“Does this excite you?” I ask her and when I do, her hands move under the hem of her baggy shirt, to the top of her sweatpants and she slowly pushes them down, stepping out of them and then opening her eyes.
Her lips part slightly, ready to answer. But she closes herself off, shutting her mouth and balling her hands into fists at her side. Clearing her throat, she looks away and I remind her, “I’ll answer your question tonight, the single question. But after tonight, it’s tit for tat. Tonight is so you can see what I want.”
She nods her head once and then again, standing only feet from me in nothing but her socks and a t-shirt. “Yes, it excites me,” she finally answers and as she does, the radiator kicks on behind her, making her jump slightly.
“And it scares you?” I ask, although it’s more of a statement. She doesn’t waste a second to answer, nodding furiously.
“I don’t like not being in control. Tied up and…” She doesn’t finish her thought, and swallows thickly.
“You’re thinking too much,” I tell her and her gaze narrows. All the jitters leave her in that instant and I have to smile. “There you go, just remember how much you hate me and this should be easy.”
With her lips pressed in a thin line, she removes her socks first and then reaches behind her back to unhook her bra, revealing a simple white cotton bra with no lace, no frills, no padding.
And with her arms crossed in front of her, she prepares to lift her shirt over her head, but I stand abruptly and stop her, gripping her wrists.
Her skin is hot to the touch.
“I want to do it,” I tell her softly. Slowly, she releases her grip on the hem and I circle her, taking my time to observe how the shirt, hitting just below her ass, is more tempting than I’m sure she thought it would be.
“You didn’t try to impress me, did you?” I ask, although the light in the room shines off her freshly shaved legs, smooth and glimmering.
“This is business, Cross,” she tells me and I simply nod.
“It is.”
Making sure not to touch her skin, I grip her hem and lift the shirt above her head, revealing one inch of skin at a time. The movement is achingly slow. Her body quivers as I let a single finger run along her side. The lone touch causes such a strong reaction in her, and it only makes me that much harder for her.
She doesn’t look at me; instead she stares straight ahead, but she doesn’t cover herself either.
She’s fucking beautiful. Every inch of her. From the freckle on her lower stomach, to the pale rose pink of her nipples. Her hips are wide enough to grip during a punishing fuck, and her ass begs me to smack those perfect curves.
Time ticks as I circle her one more time. “You’re beautiful,” I whisper and the small compliment does wonders in relaxing her stiff posture. “How long has it been since someone’s told you that?” I ask her, standing in front of her and allowing my gaze to roam to her hazel eyes.
She blinks and her lashes seem thicker, her lips fuller, her chestnut hair ready to be fisted as I kiss her. Everything about her is fuckable and desirable.
“I don’t know,” she whispers. Her eyes drift to the blanket and then look back to me. “It’s been a long time.”
I search her expression for an idea of just how long, but she doesn’t give an answer.
“Lie down on the blanket.”
Her shoulder brushes my arm as she obeys.
The blanket moves under her slightly, but her entire body is positioned in the center of it.
Using the longest section of the thin rope, I lift up her thighs, making her knees bend so I can lay the middle of the rope under her ass. I secure her hands with the remainder of the rope on either side of her with a simple bondage knot. I’m effectively making sure she won’t be able to reach up. Half the rope is knotted around her left wrist where it slips under her thighs, right below her plush ass and the other half is knotted around her right wrist. Perfect.
“I’m going to put a weighted blanket across your ankles,” I tell her as I pull it out of the bag, reaching past the sealed bottle of ethanol and one of the two candles.
“Why?” she asks, and I answer easily in an attempt to calm her nerves. “So you’ll have a resistance to lifting them up. It’ll make everything feel more intense.”
With the weighted blanket laying across her ankles, she’s bared to me, bound and somewhat calmer than I imagined.
“You fought very little tonight,” I note.
“Learning the ropes,” she answers softly, opening her eyes for the first time since she looked down and saw the rope twined around her wrists.
“You’re going to enjoy this,” I tell her, lightly brushing my fingers down her stomach. When I do, I hear the weighted blanket rustle, but her legs stay still, immobilized from the weight. Her shoulders shudder and her head lifts slightly before falling back down into a halo of brunette hair.
“I’m ready for you to answer my question,” she says confidently. As if we’re in an interview and she’s not bound on her living room floor, available for me to do whatever I’d like to her.
Her breasts are perky and full; taking them in my hand, I play with their weight and bend down to suck her nipple into my mouth. I moan around her nipple and then let my teeth drag up them. One, and then the other.
Bethany lets her back arch and her body sways to the side, moving further from me as she puts her weight on her left hip. Pushing her back down on the blanket, I blow across her nipple, chilling the moisture I left there and she sucks in a shuddered breath, her head falling back and a sweet sound of rapture leaving her lips.
“I’m going to take my time touching you, playing with you,” I say without acknowledging her earlier remark. “Does that scare you?”
“What are you going to use from the bag?” she asks me and a slight laugh slips from my lips.
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“My answer relies on it.” Her eyes darken, her pupils dilating as she answers me honestly. I can see the plea in her eyes to not push her boundaries, to not touch the bag of supplies.
She should know better than that.
“Everything, Bethany. I intend on taking full advantage of tonight.”

Bethany

I’M SCARED, I can’t deny that. My entire body is alive with both fear and something else. Something sinful.
Every tiny hair on my body, from head to toe, is standing on end. My nipples have hardened and every touch from Jase sends a trail of goosebumps down my body that makes me shiver with hunger for more.
More of his warm breath on my chilled skin, more of his fingers barely touching my sides as he brings them down to my hips.
But only if he answers me. He’d better fucking answer me. We have a deal.
“What kind of business do you do at The Red Room?” I ask him as he turns his attention away from me and reaches to the decanter of ice.
He makes me wait for my answer, but not too long.
“I first created The Red Room as a place to conduct other business. My brother’s business, really.”
His voice is far too low, too soothing and seductive for the information he’s relaying. The ice clinks in the glass before he places a single piece at my lips.
I part my lips, intent on sucking the ice, but he moves it too soon, tracing my lips and then bringing it lower. A cold sensation flows over my skin in a wave.
“Eager thing, aren’t you?” he teases me.
“Fuck you.” The words come out quickly but his are just as quick as he says, “Only when you beg me, cailín tine.” I don’t know why he calls me that, cailín tine. Or what it means. And I hate that I swallow down my curiosity rather than ask him. But I want him to answer my damn question.
“My brother was dealing. Drugs, guns, all sorts of things,” he tells me and my focus returns to the one reason I have to allow this. The one logical reason I’d ever willingly put myself in this situation. Jenny.
I ready myself for another question to clarify, but Jase places a finger over my lips. His touch is so hot compared to the ice. “I’m still answering. Let me tell you everything,” he whispers.
He runs another cube from the dip just below my throat, down the center of my chest. His hand brushes my breast until he brings the ice farther, all the way to my belly button, circling it and then moving lower still, letting it sit just where my thighs meet.
The ice itself is numbingly cold, sending a spike of awareness through my body. But it’s the path that I’m so highly aware of. Each trail leaves a bit of water behind and the air cools it, causing every nerve ending there to prepare to spark.
Even though he lets the ice linger at the top of my pussy, he’s quick to repeat the pattern, and I don’t know how it’s possible, but it makes my body feel even hotter. My toes curl on the third round, and my core heats.
All I can do is turn my head, close my eyes and my fists, and try not to let the ice excite me.
It’s an impossible feat, though.
In between every round, he gives me more information, and occasionally asks me insignificant things. Things I don’t mind answering, all the while Jase promises to tell me more. It’s not quite tit for tat, since he’s giving me more and more information about The Red Room and what happened to make it become what it is, all while asking me simple questions that don’t require more than one-word answers. But he’s gauging how my body reacts when I tell the truth. Taking the time to learn my body. My only response to that is that I’m not a liar. I don’t have the time to tell him that though as he continues to feed me information.
“I enjoyed the control. Knowing when and where everyone would meet up. Giving them a space where they could enjoy themselves, and observing them in the meantime. I wanted to know the ins and outs of every partner we had. I wanted their secrets…”
I can barely breathe as he gives me his past so easily, all while bringing the mostly melted ice down farther than he ever has to my pussy, and gently pushing it inside of me. My lips make a perfect O as every nerve ending in my body lights.
He continues his story as my lips part, feeling the rush of desire spark inside of my body. “So we could blackmail them. I used the bar to set everyone up to owe us in some way, or to have information we could use against both our partners and our enemies. In this industry, everyone is an enemy at some point, and we would be ready the second anyone thought they could turn their backs on us.”
It’s exhilarating.
Both his touch, and the tale of how they rose to power. Creating a place for divine pleasures and allowing everyone to taste, for everyone to fall into their grasp to be controlled and their actions predicted so easily.
He lowers his lips to the crook of my neck, letting his warm breath be at odds with the chill that’s slowly melting at my core, being consumed with his criminal touch.
“I sell every addiction possible and I don’t have rules within those walls.” As he speaks, he pushes his fingers inside of me, dragging them against my front wall and bringing me closer and closer to the peak of an impending orgasm. I close my eyes tight, trying not to give in although I know it’s useless. My toes have curled and the pleasure builds inside of me so quickly like a raging storm, unstoppable and demanding its damage be done.
“Every corner of that place is defiled; every square inch has been touched by sin. That’s the kind of business I conduct in The Red Room.”
My neck arches as I give in to the need, a wave of pleasure rising from my belly outward, followed by another, a harsher, more severe wave crashing through me. I can’t move an inch as Jase grips my throat with his free hand and continues to torture me, fucking me with his fingers and drawing out every bit of my orgasm. I wish I could move. I want to get away from the third wave threatening to consume me, but I’m paralyzed as it rages through me.
Every nerve ending in my body ignites, my body shuddering and trembling as my release takes its time, wandering through my body and slowly dissipating. Jase removes his fingers carefully, and I gasp in pleasure as he circles my clit before bringing his fingers to his mouth.
My arousal shines on his fingers as he sucks it off, one by one. I can’t bring myself to look away when he groans in sheer delight.
Even as my heart races and adrenaline and excitement race through me, fear freezes my body when Jase picks up a knife from his bag. It’s only a pocket knife.
It’s just to get the ropes off, I tell myself. It’s amazing how the sight of it destroys the previous moment. I close my eyes, waiting to hear the sound of the blade sawing at the rope, but Jase doesn’t allow me to.
“I need your eyes open for this. You need to stay still and I don’t want the touch to startle you.” He sounds so calm and in control as he splays a hand on my chest. His elbow rests on my shoulder and pins me in place as my heart lurches inside of me, ready to escape.
My gaze begs him to explain, to stop, to reconsider whatever he’s doing as he brings the knife closer to me.
“It’s only to shave the small hairs from your body,” he says, answering my unspoken questions. “I won’t hurt you,” he tells me soothingly as the blade just barely touches my skin. He drags it slowly across my breast, all the way down my mound and then back up, avoiding my sensitive, swollen nub.
“Can I let you go?” he asks me, gently lifting his elbow. “Or are you going to move?”
I can only swallow, I can barely even comprehend what he’s saying since the panic is so alive within me.
“If you move, it will cut you,” he tells me.
“I’ll be still,” I whisper and as the blade lowers to my skin I consider the word, stop. So easy to say. I could say it; it’s right there, waiting to be spoken. But Jase drags the knife along my chest before I can utter it and then he kisses the sensitized skin. An open-mouth kiss that feels like everything. Like this is the way a kiss is meant to be, and every other way is wrong.
My head’s fuzzy and a haze clouds it as he scrapes the knife along my body, leaving a pink path occasionally, but his kisses and the ice make the evidence vanish.
It’s all overwhelming and agonizingly slow. By the time he gets to my pussy, I’m on the edge of another release. My impending orgasm is waiting for the knife, for his touch, for a kiss. But it doesn’t come.
After the longest time, my body feels his absence and I open my eyes. He pours ethanol onto a rag, then wipes down my body in one swift stroke and before I can say anything, a flame lights on a candle and he lowers it to the ethanol, lighting my skin ablaze.
The scream is trapped in the split second, but before its escape, his hand follows the path, quenching the heat and leaving me wide eyed and breathless.
So hot, and then so cold.
With a pounding heart, I take in the reality. “You lit me on fire.”
“No, I lit the alcohol just above your skin on fire.” He does it again and this time hot wax drips with it and I suck in a tight breath, my hands turning to fists from the slight pain, the immediate heat, and the cold absence that comes afterward. My head thrashes from side to side as he does it again and again. The pain morphing to unmatched pleasure makes my body feel alive in a way I never knew was possible.
Every climax feels higher and more unbearable than the last. My words fail me as Jase moves down my body, not sparing any inch of my skin.
The alcohol, the fire, his touch. Over and over. He massages the wax onto my breasts before using the knife to pick it off, and the third time he does it, I cum violently.
The pleasure rages through my body with no evidence of it even approaching until the blinding pleasure rocks through me, from my belly to the tip of my toes and fingers.
It’s as if my body has rebelled, choosing his touch and this heat over any sense of calm. It prefers the chaos, the unknown, the absence of all control and stability.
With my bottom lip still quivering and my belly trembling as the tremors of the aftershock subside, Jase kisses me, madly and deeply. I feel all of him in this kiss and it kills me that I can’t lift my hands up, keeping him where I want him.
I’m at his mercy. Fully and truly, and that very fact plays tricks on me. Telling me I love it. Telling me he knows what I need more than I do.
With every pleasure still ringing in me, he pulls away and stands up, removing his shirt and the light from the candle plays along the lines of his defined muscles. I can see his thick length pressing against his zipper and when he palms it, I have to look away. I’m so close to another orgasm. My clit is throbbing; I feel swollen and used, but he’s hardly touched me there.
The sound of a zipper makes me look back at him and the instant I do, his pants, along with his belt, drop to the floor with a clink and a thud and his dick is all I can see.
His girth is so wide I’m not sure I could wrap my hand around him. I can practically feel the veins pressing against my walls and pulling every ounce of pleasure from me, practically imagine his rounded head sliding back and forth over my clit. Oh my God. He’s massive. He grabs his cock and rubs the glistening precum over the head and that’s when I lose it.
Cumming again, and he didn’t even touch me. That’s how much power he has over me. Just the thought of what he could do to me, how he could ruin me, how he is so much more than any boy I ever thought of letting touch me… all of it is fuel that ignites a raging fire inside.
Jase groans deep in the back of his throat, dropping to the floor so quickly and so hard, I know it will leave bruises on his knees. “Cum again,” he commands me breathlessly, leaning over my body to kiss and bite the crook of my neck as he pushes three fingers inside of me and ruthlessly fucks me with them.
The waves of my last release have barely left me when the next orgasm crashes through me, harder and higher than any of those before. My scream is silent, my body stiff as it commands attention from all of me. My body, my soul.
And Jase doesn’t stop, even as my arousal leaks down my ass, he continues. Even as I feel myself tighten around his fingers, he doesn’t stop.
I can’t. I can’t take it. I can’t breathe.
I can’t move. I can’t speak.
I’m helpless and consumed by fire and lust.
I try to focus on Jase when he whispers in my ear, but my body won’t stop shaking and my neck is rigid. “When you look at me, know this is what I want from you. Only I can give you this.” His words hiss in the air, crackling and demanding to be burned in my memory.
Jase Cross destroyed me and what I thought was pleasure.
And where I thought my boundaries lied with him.





BETHANY
M y eyes open quickly, the darkness consuming me except for the moonlight from the bedroom windows. My heart’s racing and it’s then that I realize the trembling isn’t a dream. I can’t stop shaking and I’m so fucking cold.
“Shhh.” Jase’s voice is anything but calming. After the initial shock of realizing he’s in bed with me, I barely turn around before the bed groans and he pulls the weighted blanket up and around my entire body.
Frantically I try to recount it all, every moment that I can remember.
“What did you do to me?” I ask, and the question comes out viciously. I’m fucking freezing, and I can’t stop trembling.
“I brought you to bed,” he says lowly, a threat barely there, warning me to be careful but fuck that.
“What did you do?” The words are torn from my throat. It’s not even the fear that’s the most overwhelming. As my throat dries and a sinking sensation in my stomach takes over, I look him in the eyes and realize how much trust I had in him. It wasn’t just business. I gave up more than I should have, and he did something to me. He hurt me.
How could you? I want to say the words, but I can’t bear to bring them up and admit to the both of us that I thought he wouldn’t hurt me. That I was that fucking naïve.
Jase’s arm is heavy and pulls me closer to him, even though I attempt to push him away as he says, “It’s just the endorphins crashing.” Although his words are drenched with irritation, there’s something else there, something buried deep down low in his words that I can’t decipher. “You’re okay,” he nearly whispers and then pulls me in closer, dragging my ass to his groin, my back to his chest and nuzzling the nape of my neck with the tip of his nose. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.”
His voice is a calming balm. Even as I continue to shake. As my fingers feel numb and then like they’re on fire. Cold again. “I’m so cold.”
I almost expect my confession to turn to fog in front of me. Like warm breath in the winter air.
“You were on a high,” Jase tells me and then presses his arm against mine, pushing it closer to me and acting as if I’m not trembling uncontrollably. “It’s all coming down. I thought you may have a little aftershock. That’s why I stayed,” he explains.
Aftershock. Endorphins.
He didn’t drug me. It’s not drugs. I can barely swallow for a long moment, trying to make it stop, but my body’s not listening.
“Does this happen all the time?” I ask him, attempting to let go of the anger, swallowing my regret that I immediately assumed the worst of him. It was my first instinct, and shame hits me hard as I realize he did quite the opposite.
I’m a bitch. I am an asshole. An embarrassed asshole.
With sleep lacing his words he tells me, “Not often, but I imagine that was your first?” and I instantly clench my legs. Remembering the ice, the cold, his touch, the fire.
My shoulders beg to buck forward, my eyes closing at the memory and the heat flourishing in my belly.
“Was it?” he teases me, nipping my neck and just that small touch threatens to push me over again.
“I can’t,” I say, and the words leave me in a single breath. A single plea. Instantly a chill creeps up my neck, the open air finding its place there as Jase moves his head to the other pillow.
A shaky breath leaves me as I turn my head to peek at him, craning my neck as my back is still positioned firmly against his chest. “Did we have sex?” I ask him, feeling a weight press down on my chest.
Jase merely gazes back at me. The depths of his dark eyes deepen as I stare into them. Licking my lower lip first, I explain, “I don’t remember everything.”
“We didn’t. No,” he answers me, and his expression remains guarded. “I told you, you’d have to beg me for it.”
His warmth calms me and slowly I stop trembling as hard. Very slowly, but the tremors are still there.
“For all I know, I did tell you to fuck me,” I tell him.
“You could barely look at me, let alone speak.”
“Holy shit,” I murmur beneath my breath.
“When I fuck you, trust me when I say you’ll remember it.”
His words force a shiver of pleasure through me when I remember I saw … I saw all of him. “Why am I shaking so much?”
“From you getting off so many times. Your body can only handle so much.”
“I can’t believe it can feel like that,” I say, thinking out loud.
“Sometimes the things that cause you pain can bring you so much pleasure.”
“Not everything that brings you pain.” The hollowness in my chest expands at my thought, drifting to darker places.
The shaking and trembling stop altogether, but Jase doesn’t let me go and I’m happy for that. There’s so much comfort in being held right now.
“Tell me something,” I ask Jase, resting my cheek into the pillow, feeling the warmth come back to me and the lull of sleep ready to pull me under once again.
“Tell you something?” He ponders and then readjusts on the bed, making it shake slightly. “What do you want to know?”
“Anything,” I answer as my eyelids fall heavily without second-guessing and my eyes pop open wider, remembering all the bits and pieces he told me about The Red Room. “Maybe about your brothers?”
Once again Jase’s lips find my neck, and this time he leaves an open-mouthed kiss there. I’m starting to love those kinds of kisses. I think they’re my favorite. “I had four brothers, now I have three and I recently learned that my younger brother, the one I was closest with…” He hesitates and again that small space on my neck feels the prickle of the air instead of his warmth. “I found out his death wasn’t an accident; it was murder. And it was supposed to be me, not him.”
“Oh my God,” I whisper, completely shocked. My heart breaks in half for him. I know the pain of losing a sibling, the agony of blaming yourself. But knowing it was supposed to be you instead? “I’m so sorry.” I put every ounce of sincerity into my words and pray it doesn’t come out the way everyone else says, like the people who say it simply because they don’t know what else to say. “I’m really sorry.”
Jase doesn’t say anything at all. Not for a while until he requests the same from me. “Tell me something.”
“I can’t figure you out, Jase,” I answer him almost immediately.
“You already know who I am, cailín tine. Don’t let me fool you.”
I look over my shoulder to ask him, “What’s that mean? Cailín tine?”
He gives me one of those smirks, but it’s almost sad and short lived. “Fiery girl.”
My entire body betrayed me earlier, and so does my heart in this moment, beating just for him with a warmth I’ve never felt before.
As I nuzzle back down into the pillow, I remember Officer Walsh and I spit out the words before I hide them forever. “A cop came asking about you today. He knocked at my door.”
Nerves prick down my neck, but Jase’s touch remains soothing and his voice calm when he asks, “What was his name?”
“Cody Walsh,” I answer and then feel Jase’s nod as his nose runs along my neck.
“He won’t be a problem. He’s just new.”
“Don’t you want to know what I told him?”
“If you want to tell me.”
“I didn’t tell him anything.”
His response is to kiss my neck. Then my jaw. He tries to lie back down, leaving my lips wanting but I take them with my own. Reaching up to grip the back of his neck, and pulling myself off the comfort of the bed.
It’s a quick kiss, but it was mine to have. And mine to give.
“What was that for?” he asks me, and I answer him honestly. “I wanted you to have it.”
Turning my back to him, I lie back under the covers. There are no more questions or conversations. With my eyes wide open, I pretend to sleep. After a short while, the bed protests under the weight of him moving, the covers are shrugged off behind me and I listen to him leave. Across the wooden floorboards, down the stairs. I can only faintly hear him in the living room, but I recognize the sound of the front door opening and closing.
All the while, there’s this vise wrapped around my heart. Keeping it still, not allowing it to move the way it used to.





JASE
“What happened to her? To Jennifer Parks?”
Seth hesitates. Seated across from me, he slides forward to readjust before leaning back into an auburn leather armchair. It’s silent in the back of The Red Room. Not a single beat of the music or murmur of the guests makes its way through these doors.
Nothing makes it out of them either.
It’s a decadent but vacant space. A simple, but too-fucking-expensive iron and driftwood desk with no drawers stands in the middle of the room. My chair is at one end, while two matching chairs are on the other side. Not a damn thing else in the room.
The stubble on my jaw is rough; I’m way past due for a shave as I run my hand along my jaw as I wait for Seth’s answer.
“I’m still working on it, but let me tell you what I’ve got so far.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” The rage is inexplicable as I slam the edge of my fist down on the desk. It jolts and I clench my jaw, hating that something like this can get to me.
I focus on calming my shit down, ignoring the irritation and Seth’s questioning gaze.
All day I’ve been on edge. Ever since I left Bethany’s place, the second the sun rose.
“It goes deeper than you think, Boss.” His voice is low, testing my patience and apologetic even.
“Let me have it,” I speak and gesture for him to get going.
“She went missing on December twenty-eighth, but before then she was in and out of her sister’s home and several friends’ places. It was January seventeenth that the burned remains, including several of her teeth, were found in a trunk at the bottom of the Rattle River on the west side of town.”
I remember the flash of an image I found myself, searching through the archives at the downtown station hard drive. It was all the information Kent, one of the detectives we keep on our payroll, had to give.
“Fucking brutal,” I murmur. The remains were charred, but some of the bones were broken before being burned.
“She was tortured, but time of death couldn’t be determined.”
“I already know this. Get to something I don’t know.”
He starts to speak, but before he can even suck in the air needed for the first word, I ask, “Did you find anything on the sister?”
My fingers rap on the desk, one at a time with brief pauses, one after the other. As if it’s only a casual conversation.
“Bethany Fawn?”
At my nod, he begins. “Jennifer was born out of wedlock to a Catherine Parks. Shortly after her birth, her mother and father got hitched, then conceived Bethany. Not long after her birth, the father took off. Leaving their mom with no job, a toddler and an infant.”
“Where did he go?”
“Nebraska, where he died of a heart attack in a casino three years ago.”
“Did they keep in touch?”
“Not a word,” Seth answers professionally, but his eyes are questioning.
“Go on.”
“Bethany Fawn, the younger of the two, did well in school. And it seems like that was all she was interested in. She’s a nurse on the psych ward at Rockford. She’s worked there since she graduated. Apparently her mother had issues in the last years of her life and she chose this path because of it. Her sister--”
“What issues?” Again, I cut him off midbreath.
“Alzheimer’s.”
“How old was she?”
“Bethany? Twenty. Her mother was fifty-two when she died.”
I watched my mother die slowly, but I was young. Cancer is a bitch. I can only imagine being more aware and having to go through that. Being old enough to understand. Back when I was a kid, I was sure Mom was going to get better. Knowing there is no getting better and having to watch someone you love slowly die? That’s a cruel way to live. A cruel way to die as well. But that’s life, isn’t it?
“One thing you may find interesting is that she was spotted with you recently,” Seth says and sits back further in his seat. It’s the only note on her in the entire department. “A possible associate.”
“And who put that in? Our new friend, Walsh?” I surmise.
“You got it,” he says and snaps his fingers. “And you two aren’t the only ones doing some digging. Miss Fawn’s search history is interesting … limited, but interesting.”
“Is that right?” I ask, bringing my thumb up to run along my chin.
“Little Miss Fawn was looking you up and Officer Walsh after he paid her a visit.”
I shrug impatiently, and Seth continues.
“She didn’t find much, obviously, since there’s nothing on the internet to find… although it seems she’s interested in Angie. She’s searching for pictures of her, doesn’t look like she knows her name. Jase
Cross with brunette. Jase Cross lover. Jase Cross date. Things like that.”
“Angie?” The only piece of information that surprises me so far is this. “Why?”
“I guess she saw her with you in pictures online. But she doesn’t have her name, or any information on her.”
Who do I remind you of? I remember her question last night. That’s why.
“Shit.” I breathe out the word. “Anything else?” I ask him, ignoring the dread, the regret, the deep-seated hate for myself because of everything that happened four years ago. All of those ghosts belong in the past. They can stay there too.
Seth passes me a folder; opening it up reveals six profiles. All are of women in their late twenties, and two I recognize from the club. Jennifer is the first. The second is Miranda. She’s gotten thrown out a handful of times. Too high to know she was messing with the wrong guys. Causing problems that aren’t easy to fix.
“She ran with quite a crowd,” I comment as I sift through the papers, reading one charge after the next and notes about the men they each were associated with. Men I don’t trust or like.
“You could say that. It was all recent though. She only came into the scene this past year,” Seth comments and leans back in his seat. The leather protests as he does. “College grad who struggled to keep a job after school. Taking one after the next. All had nothing to do with her degree.”
“Quit or fired?”
“She quit them all. Everyone I talked to said they loved her, but they knew she wasn’t going to stay long. It wasn’t interesting enough for her,” he says but forms air quotes around the word “interesting.”
“You think that’s why she quit them? Boredom?”
“I’m guessing she just needed to pay her bills.” He shrugs. “From what I gather she was eccentric and wanted to solve the world’s problems. The last job she had was working at The Bistro across the turnpike.”
That particular information catches my attention and I look up from the papers to see Seth nodding. “Romano’s place?”
“The one and only.”
Just hearing that name makes me grit my teeth. “He’s a dead man.” My throat tightens as I speak. All I can see when I hear the word Romano is the picture of Tyler, dead on the wet asphalt; the water soaked into my hoodie he wore that day.
It was supposed to be me.
“Damn right,” Seth says and I check my composure. Refusing to let that fuck get in the way of this conversation.
“So, The Bistro,” I say to push Seth to continue the conversation, picking at the pages in the folder, and trying to rid my mind of the sight of Tyler. He was a good kid. That’s the worst part. No one really deserves to die, but if anyone in this world could have been spared, it should have been him.
Tossing the folders down onto the desk, I lean back, letting the information sink in. “So she’s got debt from college, can’t get the right job yet so she’s bouncing around to pay the bills. She lands a job at The Bistro and something there’s leading these girls down a dark path.
“We have eyes down there; what’d they say?” My voice rises on its own, demanding information.
Seth winces slightly before telling me, “You aren’t going to like this.”
“Don’t be a little bitch,” I tell him, losing my patience.
“They said she was there and gone. She was friendly and nice, but then up and quit. Miranda was working there at the same time and quit with her. No reason. She didn’t stand out and nothing did about the two of them leaving. Just two open waitress spots to fill when they left.”
“So they’ve got nothing?” I ask as my heart rate rapidly increases and the blood rushes in my ears. “We have a group of women,” I enunciate each word and Seth takes the opportunity to butt in.
“Two of them working there at the same time and quitting at the same time,” he adds and I meet his gaze, daring him to interrupt me again.
“A group of women with no prior history of any of this bullshit, getting hooked on some shit, all of them racking up charges in the past year and some of them stepping foot into my club. And you’re telling me the boys we’re paying to watch that shithole have no fucking idea what happened, or who influenced this shit?” I slam the bottom of my oxfords again on the inside of my walnut desk, kicking it as hard as I can on impulse. Needing to get out the rage. My muscles are tense, my body’s hot and I need to beat the shit out of something.
I have no fucking impulse control, no restraint today. Not a damn thing keeping me under control.
Moving my chair back into place, I set my elbows on my desk, lower my head and smooth my hand over the back of my neck.
“I’m losing my patience,” I tell him. Staring at my desk, I admit the obvious. “I don’t like not having answers when I want them. She’s one girl. A girl we’ve seen; a girl we’ve watched before. We should know who the fuck killed her and why.”
Seth grips the armrest, looking away from me, toward the blood-red leather walls that line the room.
“It’s like someone’s hiding it,” Seth speaks quickly.
“Hiding?”
“I can’t find a damn thing on her after she started working there other than what we had already with the sweets,” he says, and his frustration grows with each word.
“We know she was buying our shit in bulk, high on what was obviously coke. She gave the name of a fake brother when we questioned her, that was early December. Then there’s not a trace of her.”
“She ever come back after that night?” I ask him. I remember that night. Carter came down here, looking for answers about his drug. It hardly sold shit, it’s something that puts you to sleep. We only push it on addicts that can’t handle any more. It knocks their asses out as they go through withdrawal. They always come back though, but never for the sweets.
Not until recently.
“No. She never came back and the demand for the sweets dropped simultaneously.”
“She was buying for someone,” I remark. “Someone who backed off when they found out we were onto them…. maybe that’s who did this? He wanted her silenced so there were no loose threads?”
“It’s not Romano, we have ears on him, we would know. I’ve been through every fucking recording from December twenty-seventh to the fucking week she was discovered. He didn’t say a word about it. I don’t think she’s on his radar.”
“So it’s just a fucking coincidence that all her shit starts going downhill when she starts working for him?” I raise my finger, feeling the lines in my forehead deepen with anger.
“He got her hooked; I think he did. Or someone there did. I think that’s when it started, but her dying… whoever it was, they got to her at his place, and Romano doesn’t know about it or even realize someone’s taking those girls from him.”
The pieces of the puzzle fall slowly into place, giving me the rough edges of a watered-down image someone doesn’t want me to see.
“It would be easy if it was Romano; he’s already a dead man.”
“As soon as this new cop is off our fucking backs, he’s dead,” I tell him, opening up the folder again to see Jennifer’s profile on top and Beth’s name listed as her only living relative staring back at me in black and white. “If Officer Cody Walsh doesn’t watch his step,” I say and lift my gaze from Beth’s name, where the tips of my fingers still linger to tell Seth, “he’s a dead man too.”





BETHANY
The Coverless Book
Third Chapter

I'm pretending not to be tired.  Like the weight and pull of sleep isn't a constant battle tonight.  Every day after seeing the doctor, it's like this.  Well, every day for the past five years except today.  Today will be the exception, because of Jake.  He makes me smile, and just smiling reminds me I still have so much left in me. 
"I'm really happy you do this for me," I tell Jake, pulling the blanket around my shoulders a little tighter.  We're having a picnic in the backyard overlooking the hill.  The spring air brings a strong scent of lilac and I breathe it in.  As much as I can, and for as long as I can.  
This is what living feels like.  
"The soups were perfect," he comments and adds, "I didn't know it'd get this cold at night." 
"The summer nights are warmer," I tell him easily and then feel embarrassed.  Of course they are, I think inwardly and my stomach stirs with nerves. 
"We'll have to do it again in summer then."
The nerves turn to something else and they spread higher up to my chest at Jake's words.
"I'd really like that." I almost whisper the words and then have to clear my throat.  As he picks two blades of glass, no doubt to whistle with them again like he showed me earlier, I take a chance. 
"Maybe even before summer?" I ask him and lean close to nudge his shoulder with mine.  Just a nudge, then I sit back upright, but he's quick to nudge mine against his. 
"Definitely before summer too."
Time passes and the sun sets too quickly.  I know time is almost up, and that's so bittersweet.
"Are you really sick?  Like... like, sick sick?" Jake's question pulls the smile from my face in a single swoop.  And the nerves settle back in my stomach.  I pick two blades of grass, thinking maybe I could whistle too.  But instead I let them fall, and the wind takes them. 
"The doctor said I was sick years ago..." Instead of letting any bit show of what I felt that day Mama cried and cried in the car, I actually let out a small laugh.  It's only a huff of laughter. Even though I'd like to pretend I'm not affected by the pain of the memory, my eyes gloss over.  
"Why are you laughing?" Jake sounds truly concerned, and I'm quick to put a reassuring hand over his.  That small moves changes everything.  The electric spark, the sudden heat.  I'm quick to take my hand back. 
"Sorry, it's just a little joke I tell myself," I explain, shaking off both the memories and the touch with a quick sip of water. 
"What do you tell yourself?" he asks skeptically as I set the cup down.  I can't take my hand off of it as I nervously peek at him and answer, "That I'm invincible."

HIS SMIRK IS slow to form, but it grows quickly, turning into a grin. "I like that."
His smile is contagious, and I find myself telling him, "I like that you like it." 
I'm still biting down on my bottom lip and hoping I'm not blushing too hard when he looks me in the eyes and responds, "I like you, Emmy.  I think I more than like you."

THREE DAYS CAME AND WENT. I got lost in the pages of The Coverless Book, falling in love with both Emmy and Jake, rooting for them as he fell in love with her and she with him. I spent all of yesterday checking in with my patients at work before Aiden told me that wasn’t what my leave was for. I spent every waking hour trying to occupy my thoughts and time. All so I wouldn’t think about Jase Cross or my sister, and every moment in the months that I lost her.
Every moment I wish I could have changed.
Between the two, I thought about Jase the most. Because it felt better to think of him than her. Choosing pleasure over pain.
Three days went by, and I thought of him every morning and every night. I started to think I’d made it all up because I didn’t hear from him, not one word. Not until this afternoon when I got a text from a number I didn’t know, giving me an address signed with “J.” Followed shortly by the number of hours we’d already spent together. Eleven. I imagine he must’ve included the time he was in bed with me. One hundred dollars every ten minutes, six hundred dollars an hour, so I’ve barely made a dent in the time I owe him.
And I haven’t gotten anywhere. I have no new information that sheds light onto what happened to Jenny. He says he didn’t do it; I already knew The Red Room was a place for drug deals and a criminal hangout.
Nothing new. Time is stagnant and I can’t hold on much longer. I can’t rely on someone who isn’t coming through.
I made it down the long winding path around the massive estate and parked in the back where Jase told me to; I made it all that way without breathing.
Maybe that’s why I feel faint as I shut my car door, the thud echoing in the depths of the thick forest I stared into only days ago. The dark greens are covered by a slight dusting of white as the snow falls gently, creeping into the crevices of everything.
Pulling my scarf a bit tighter, I take the steps one by one to the front door.
Answers. I will get answers. Even if it’s only one question at a time. He has to know something.
The bite from the wind creeps up quickly as I raise my fist to knock on the door, only to hear a beep and a click before I even touch it. Someone else grants me entry. He already knows I’m here.
Warily, I push the large, carved wooden door open, and it glides easily with the softest of pushes.
Thump. My heart slams as I remember the last time I gazed at this wood, but the engravings were upside down as I dangled from Jase’s shoulder.
It’s only been days, but it feels like everything’s changed.
The massive foyer greets me with warmth, but not much else. The lighting of the wrought iron chandelier reflects on the shiny marble floor, radiating wealth with the spiral staircase, but that’s all this room contains. It’s empty and even in the warmth, even coming in from the blustery weather, it’s cold in here.
Click.
The door shuts behind me, and the small sound startles me. My quick gasp echoes in the room.
Clenching my fists, I inwardly scold myself. Pull it together.
He’s only a man. A man with answers. A man who will bring me justice. Justice Jenny deserves.
A man who is not here. I have no idea where he is. But I’m alone in the foyer.
My lips purse as I breathe out, letting my heavy bag drop to the floor. It’s topped with the weighted blanket Jase left.
My gaze moves from window to window, to the heavy front door.
I can’t help but to test Jase’s statement. That the doors are locked on the inside and there’s no way out. Something about Jase makes me feel like he wouldn’t lie. Like he doesn’t make threats, only promises of what’s to come.
I think it’s the severity of his presence. The confidence in his banter. Everything is always just so with him. It’s how he wants it to be, and everything is exactly that. How he wants.
It’s the impression he gives me and that impression is why I pull off my gloves and shove them in my coat pocket. Gripping the knob with both hands, I turn and pull. I yank it harder when it doesn’t give, feeling the stretch in my arms from tugging on an unmoving door.
Huffing the stray hair out of my face, I glance up at a small black square, smaller than the size of a sheet of notebook paper. It’s digital. Whatever lock he uses, it’s digital.
“Fingerprints and hand scans,” Jase’s voice bellows from the empty hall behind me, forcing me to whip around to face him, my hand on my chest. “That sort of thing,” he adds, slipping his hands into his pockets.
“Jesus fuck,” I gasp with contempt. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
My heart thumps a yes, my core clenches with affirmation and my gaze drifts down his body, agreeing with the two of them.
He’s not wearing a suit today. And he looks damn good in his perfectly fitted suits. In jeans and a t-shirt stretched tight across his shoulders, showing off those corded muscles in his arms… he’s doing that shit on purpose.
Swallowing down my heart, I try to relax again. “Just testing what you said…” My explanation dies in the air as he stalks closer to me with powerful strides and in a dominating way that almost has me stepping back, bumping my ass into the door. Almost, but I hold my ground.
“Well then, I’m relieved you weren’t leaving already,” he comments, the words spoken lowly as he stops right in front of me.
The air between us crackles like a roaring fire.
How does he do this to me?
“I like it better when you’re an asshole,” I speak without thinking. I’m rewarded with a charming smile, and a deep rough chuckle.
“I’ll remember that, cailín tine.” Holding out his hand, he commands me, “Come.”
As I reach for my purse, Jase leans down, grabbing the handle before I can. His blanket is in plain sight on top and before I can speak, he comments, “You could have kept it with you; it may help you sleep.”
One step in front of the other I follow him, with only the sounds of our footsteps keeping us company while I try not to think too much about what he said and why.
He doesn’t care about my sleep.
He doesn’t care about how I’m feeling.
He wants to get his dick wet. He wants to tie me up and do with me what he wishes.
All of this is simply to keep me amenable.
Jase Cross may have the upper hand, but I’m doing this for me.
The echoes of my footsteps get louder in the narrow corridor as I think, I’m doing this for Jenny.
One step, one beat of my heart, one tick of the clock.
I have my questions lined up in a pretty row. Without warning, Jase halts and unlocks a door, but how? I don’t know. It simply clicks the moment he stops in front of it and with a flick of the handle, it opens.
I’ve never seen wealth like this before. And I imagine it shows in my expression, judging by the smug look on Jase’s face when he opens the door wider and says, “After you.”
“Where would you like me?” I ask him the moment he opens the door and I step in before taking a look. “Oh,” I murmur, and the word leaves my lips without my conscious consent.
The click of the door closing behind me is followed by a dull thud of a lock, some sort of lock, moving into place.
My belly flips in a way I don’t understand. Almost like when you’re driving down a hill too fast, or on a roller coaster. The anticipation of the fall, the sudden drop of reality making your stomach somersault.
As I spot the table in the middle of the room, that’s exactly what I feel. Followed by the same exact cold prickling I remember so well from three nights ago traveling along my skin.
“What do you think?” Jase asks me, and at the same time he reaches up to my shoulders to take my coat. I anticipate the feel of his fingers trailing along my skin as he does, but he’s careful not to touch me. I think he does it on purpose.
I think he does more things with intent than I first realized.
“It’s not at all like your foyer,” I comment and then drag my eyes back to the wooden bench in the middle of the room. It’s at odds with the large plush carpet that takes up most of the space. I have to look out further to the edge to note that under it is a barn wood floor, or something like it. A darker wood, with wide planks. The cream rug is the brightest thing in here, and thank goodness it’s large. Even with the three chandeliers at varying heights with a mix of iron and wood, the room has a soft, airy feeling. Dim and romantic even.
As my coat falls off my shoulders, I take a half step forward and touch the wall. It’s a thick wallpaper in a damask cream, but it’s darkened by the blood-red pattern within it.
Besides the bench and a matching dresser, there’s a whiskey-colored leather chaise lounge and a white crystal fireplace that would certainly be the focus, if not for the wooden bench dead smack in the center of it all.
With the flick of a switch from behind me, I hear the gas turn on and the fireplace roars to life. Jase’s hand is still on the switch when I peek behind my shoulder.
I dare to step forward and touch the edge of the wooden bench, noting it’s lined with padding upholstered in a soft black leather.
“It’s beautiful. It’s primitive and raw. Elegant, yet seductive in a way that borders on decadence.”
He doesn’t respond to my comment, although his eyes never leave me as I walk around the table. “The wood won’t catch on fire?” I ask him, remembering how the flames felt like they consumed everything. I’ve never felt so alive.
“It’s for fucking, not fire play.” Jase’s words come with authority and a heat that could match that raging from the fireplace behind me.
My lungs still as I’m pinned by his gaze. “Is that what you think you’ll be doing today?”
Thump, thump, thump. The pace picks up.
“I think you’d enjoy it and my temperament hasn’t been… appropriate. I’d appreciate a good fuck.”
“I can say no,” I remind him, feeling the warring need to give in, to have it all, and to keep my head on straight.
“You could.” His dismissive nature would piss me off if it weren’t for the way he looks at me. Like he can see right through me, but he doesn’t want to. He wants to see me.
“I don’t fuck every man I find attractive. Even if I’m willing to admit,” I pause a moment, wondering if I should say it out loud. It brings the truth to life when you speak it, but he already knows. This cocky bastard is well aware of what’s between us. “Even if I’m willing to admit there’s chemistry between us and I like what you do to me. If it weren’t for the fact that I have questions and a debt you’re holding over my head… I wouldn’t give you the time of day.”
The heat sizzles between us, although the nerves rack through my body. He intimidates me. Maybe it’s something I hadn’t admitted to myself before, but in this moment, as he stares down at me, making me wait for a response, I’m so sincerely aware of how much he intimidates me.
“Business then?” Jase asks with an arched brow; his expression doesn’t hold a hint of emotion, or amusement. He’s a man in control and nothing more.
Standing toe to toe with him, I swallow as I nod. “It’s business.”
“I have the first question, you have the next.” He speaks as he turns his back to me and strides to the dresser, laying my coat over the top of it. He stands there a second too long. The silence is only broken by the pop of the fire to the left of him. The bright light sends shadows down the side of him, and when he turns around those shadows make his jawline seem sharper, his eyes darker and every inch of his exposed skin looks taut and powerful.
He exudes raw masculinity.
“Strip.” He gives the command and whatever hint of defiance had come over me flees in an instant.
I have to lean down to unzip my leather boots, then slip them off. I’m ashamed to say I put more effort into this outfit than a woman with self-respect would. The dark denim skinny jeans take a little more effort to shimmy out of, and all the while Jase stands there with his muscular arms crossed in front of him as he leans against the dresser, watching in silence.
I can’t even look at him as I second-guess everything in this moment.
I’m not a whore, but that’s exactly what I feel like. I can’t pretend it’s anything else.
When I’m left in nothing but my silk undershirt and lace bra, both covered by an oversized, cream cashmere sweater, Jase’s steps destroy the distance between us. It only takes three steps until he’s in front of me, his hands at the hem of my sweater. I’m quicker than he is, my hands wrapping around his powerful wrists. My arms are locked and my nails nearly dig into his flesh as I glare into his prying gaze.
“I can do it myself,” I say, pushing the words through clenched teeth.
“I’m paying very well for this time with you. I intend to enjoy every minute. If you’d like for it to stop, you know how to tell me just that.”
There’s no reason I should feel a sudden stab of emotions up my throat, drying it and tightening it. Or the hollowness that grows in my chest.
“It’s just business, isn’t it?” he questions and with another thump of my treacherous heart, I release his wrists, waiting for him to undress me like he wishes.
Whore. Whore is the first word that comes to mind, and how I made it this long without feeling like one is beyond me.
“May I ask a question then? I know you have yours first, but I’d like to ask one, if you’ll … allow it.” I keep my tone professional as I can, holding back the desire to smack my hand across his arrogant, handsome face.
Jase doesn’t touch my sweater. Instead he walks around me to stand behind me, leaving only the fire for me to look at. His voice hums a “mm-hmm” behind me. His chest is so close to my back, I can feel the vibrations of it, even if he’s not touching me.
“Are you looking in to who did that to my sister? If she owed anyone anything?” My words waver in the air and I wish I could hold them steady. I wish I could sound as strong as I feel on my best of days. Not in this moment, not when I’m acutely aware that I’m whoring myself out to this arrogant bastard who could be using me, lying to me and toying with me just for his own sick pleasure. All so I can chase the ghost of whoever hurt my sister. Whoever took her from me.
“I already told you I was.” His answer is clear and lacks the arrogance and dismissiveness he’s given me so far today. I don’t have to ask him to expand on his answer, since he does that himself. “Her death has caused ripple effects. When I have a name and a reason, you will too.”
I can’t help that I flinch when he lays a hand on my shoulder. I can’t control the way I feel, and I struggle to hide that from him.
I’m so alone. In a room with this man I’ve been thinking about for days, I feel so fucking alone. Maybe I made the memory of that night more than what was actually there.
I stare at the flames lingering among the pure white crystals. I let them mesmerize me and tell myself I don’t have to go through with this. I don’t have to rely on Jase Cross.
But the alternative crushes me; I can’t risk never knowing what happened and having to say goodbye without giving her justice.
His left hand finds my hip and he rubs soothing circles there over the sweater. Which only makes me hate him more until he lowers his lips to my ear and whispers, “Does it make a difference to you… if I admit I feel that chemistry too? That I have a desire to be near you?”
With a gentle kiss on my neck, that hard wall around me cracks and crumbles.
“It’s no longer only business for me, cailín tine.”
His words are a soothing balm. One I didn’t realize I needed. My hand covers his, and I lean back into his chest, where he holds me. This man holds me because he wants to do just that. And I lean into him, because I want to do just that.
“I like it when you touch me,” I whisper into the room, hoping it will keep my secret.
“And I like touching you,” he says softly and runs the tip of his nose down the back of my neck, causing my eyes to close, my head to loll to the side and the pain to drift away slowly.
I don’t want to be alone. I almost speak the realization aloud.
“I promise you, I will find out who hurt her.” His words cause my eyes to open and when they do, I stare at the fire as Jase pulls my sweater over my head. It falls to the floor and then he whispers against the shell of my ear, “I will make them pay for what they did. And you will know every detail.”





JASE
When she turns in my arms, I don’t expect her to devour me with a kiss full of need and hunger. She can only hold up the hate routine for so long before her arms get weak and tired, and her body gives in to what it needs.
Pressing her lips to mine and spearing her fingers through my hair, she pulls me lower to her, standing on her tiptoes and holding her body against mine.
My tongue dives into her hot mouth, feeling the heat and need and lust she has to offer.
Her head falls back so she can breathe, deep and chaotically. I don’t need air. I need to devour her.
With my arms wrapped around her and my lips traveling down her neck, down her bare shoulder, I take in every inch of her. Inhaling her sweet scent, memorizing the alluring sounds she lets slip from her lips. Dragging my teeth back up her neck, I hear her hiss my name, “Jase.”
“Make me forget,” she whimpers against my lips before I can ravage her.
Make me forget.
I don’t speak the only response I can give her. I will, if you do the same for me.
Slamming my lips against hers, I grab her ass and lift her into my arms. Her legs straddle my waist as I carry her to the table.
Her hips need to be nestled against the padding, and the strap is meant to keep her in place. But I have no time for any of it. The urgency of our heated kiss fuels a primitive side of me with the need to have her under me as soon as possible.
With her heels digging into my ass, spurring me on, I groan in the hot air between us, “I need to be inside of you.”
Her lips part, and I can almost hear her say the words. I know what she’s going to say before she says it, I need you too.
But her gaze lingers, time pauses and the truth is lost in a haze of want and need.
Instead she kisses me, long and deep. Massaging my tongue and taking everything she wants with our kiss.
With her ass supported by the bench, I unbutton and unzip my jeans, letting them fall as I stroke my cock.
“I need you,” she whispers into my mouth and then kisses me reverently again.
She’s already wet, but so tight. Pushing two fingers inside of her, I stretch her until she can take three. “Your cunt was made for me to fuck,” I tell her as I drag my knuckles against her front wall.
Her grip on the edge of the table nearly slips as her pussy spasms around my fingers.
I don’t stop fucking her until her release is passed and her chest heaves for air and her face is flushed.
“Flip over,” I command her but it’s unneeded. I take the task on myself, gripping her hips and butting them against the bench.
Moving the head of my cock to her core, I press against her gently, not pushing in just yet.
A deep groan leaves me as I bend over her, my chest against her back. “You feel so fucking good,” I whisper against her and just as she lifts her head to respond, I slam myself inside of her. Every inch of me in one swift stroke.
Her mouth drops open with a scream and her nails dig into the wood. Fuck, she’s tight, so tight it almost hurts and I have to clench my jaw and force myself to slam into her over and over again.
Her small body jostles against the table and I know there will be bruises tomorrow. I’ll be a happy man if she can’t even walk.
A strangled noise leaves her as she gets impossibly tighter, cumming all over my cock.
“Jase,” she moans my name, arching her back and scratching the wood as her body stiffens with her release.
With one hand on my shoulder, keeping her arched, and the other on her hip to pin her against the table, I ride through her release, taking her savagely and with no mercy.
It’s more than just fucking her, this is about owning her and I don’t know when that happened.
She adjusts to me soon enough and my thrusts pick up, my balls drawing up with the need to release, but I can’t give in just yet.
A desperate moan, loud and uncontrolled, fills the air. In an attempt to silence it, Beth covers her mouth with both hands as I thrust again and again.
“Don’t you fucking dare.” The words leave me at the same time that I grab her arms, pulling her hands away as I continue to fuck her with a ruthless pace.
Her upper body sways with every hard push of my hips against her ass.
“I want to hear every fucking sound.” The words come out rough, from deep in my chest. “Scream for me.”





JASE
“I think I should leave.” Bethany’s cadence is soft and innocent, and it doesn’t hold any of the regret I’m sure she’s feeling.
She’s been silent since I brought her into the bedroom. Limp, well fucked, and sated.
And questioning everything.
I know the war that rages inside of her. I feel the same.
It’s not just business. And there’s no justification for the two of us being together.
She knows it. I know it. It’s easy to get lost in each other’s touch, but when it’s over, what’s left?
Beth turns in my bed, careful not to disturb the sheets to face me. Her small hand rests against my chest and I lift mine up to hers, holding her hand and bringing it to my lips so I can kiss her knuckles.
I don’t know what this is. Or where it’s going. All I know is that we shouldn’t be doing it. She knows it too.
“Do you mind if I use your bathroom?” she asks, not even looking me in the eyes.
I nod, forcing her to peek up at me, and the well of emotion I’m feeling sinks deep into the soft browns and hints of green in her gaze.
I move to lie on my back as she scoots to the edge of the bed and quietly picks up her sweater from the pile of clothes we carried in from the den. I watch the dim light kiss the curves of her body until it’s covered by the soft fabric.
Listening to her bare feet pad on the floor, then the flick of the light switch and the running water, I stare at the ceiling, knowing I need to give her an answer to her unspoken question, but the moment I do, I may lose her forever.
“You take medication?” Beth’s question brings my attention to her as she stands in the threshold of the bathroom. One hand on the door, the other on a bottle of unmarked pills.
“No,” I answer her, feeling the tension thicken.
Her weight shifts from one foot to the other. “So… you just keep your product in your bathroom then?” she dares to speak.
“My product?” I’m quick to throw off the covers and stalk toward her. My shoulders feel tense, hearing the confrontation in her voice. Maybe she just wants to pick a fight. Something she knows will end whatever it is between us and she can go back to pretending, it’s just business. Bull-fucking-shit. I won’t allow it.
“For a moment, I forgot. For a moment,” she says under her breath, shutting the medicine cabinet. She turns around before I get to her and looks me in the eyes as she takes a step forward to meet me. “I was looking for Advil. And I thought…” She trails off and swallows hard, pulling her hair into a ponytail before continuing to speak. “For a moment, I forgot and I don’t know how that’s fucking possible.”
I expect anger, but all I see in her features are disappointment and sadness. “Of course you have drugs here. You’re a drug dealer.”
Even as she stares at me, her eyes gloss over. She’s so close to the edge of breaking. Looking for anything to push her over so she doesn’t have to deal with the real cause of her pain.
Reaching around her, I open the medicine cabinet door and pull out the pills. “They’re for sleeping,” I tell her, and my voice comes out hard.
She tries to maneuver around me, but with my other hand, I grip her hip and keep her right there. “That’s all they are. I don’t do drugs and I don’t like what I do, but I have to do it.”
“You don’t-”
My finger over her lips silences her. Her eyes spark and rage, but beneath the anger there’s so much more.
“You don’t have to understand.” She pulls my hand away from her mouth just then.
“Yes, I do,” she says and shakes her head. “You don’t understand. I am not okay.” Her last word cracks. “I don’t know when I became this woman, or if I was always like this and never knew it because I was too busy solving someone else’s problem. But right now, I have nothing.” She swallows thickly, holding on to her strength. “I feel like my life is on the precipice of changing forever. And I don’t want to go back to the girl I was, but I don’t like where this is headed either. I don’t have answers, and I need answers.”
Her hand is still firmly gripping my wrist, and I stare at it until she loosens her hold.
“What answers do you need?”
My patience with her is higher than it should be. I’m softer and more willing to be gentle with her.
“I don’t like what you do.”
“That’s not a question to be answered.”
“Well I don’t like it. I don’t like that I like you.”
I let her raised voice and condescension slide. For now. Only because it’s true. She’s only being honest, and I get it.
“Someone’s going to do it, Bethany. There will always be someone in my position. You can’t stop that. I can at least have control if I’m that someone.”
“You sell drugs?” she asks, staring at the door to the bathroom before looking me in the eyes.
“You know I do. That answer isn’t going to change.”
“Why?”
“It’s a long story,” I say, keeping my voice firm.
“I have time.”
“I don’t want to tell it right now.”
“Why are you making me pay Jenny’s debt?” Her wide eyes beg me to give an answer that will calm her fears. I can see it clearly. “You didn’t mention it when you came to the house. It wasn’t until after you brought me here. And you don’t need the money, that’s for damn sure.” Her gaze searches mine, looking for the only words she wants to hear.
“I wanted to let it go,” I lie, hating myself for every word that comes out of me.
“How could she even owe so much? What did she use the money for?” she continues, not finding my answer satisfying enough.
Every question is another cut in the deepening gouge.
“You already got a question. Mine first.” It’s the only thing I can think of to hold her off for a moment. She quiets, watching me and waiting. Willing to give me whatever answer I need.
“How did you know about The Red Room? Why is that where you went to find answers?”
I already know the truth, so all while she speaks, I grasp for what answer I can give her in return.
“Jenny; she used to talk about it. The back room of The Red Room. All the time. I heard her on the phone.”
“Who was she talking with?”
“I don’t know.” She’s quick to add, “That’s another question.”
“Semantics.”
“Answer my question!” Bethany pushes her hands into my chest. Not to hit me, not to push me, but to get my attention, to demand it. My blood simmers simply from her touch. “Why did she owe you so much money?”
“She owed it to Carter,” I answer her, unable to deny her at this point. Blaming the debt on someone else like a coward. “He didn’t want to let the debt go and be made to look like a fool.”
“I don’t understand what she did with all that money,” she nearly whispers, looking past me as she searches through her memories for answers. Answers she’ll never find.
“Debt adds up fast.” I try to keep my tone gentle as I speak. “I can tell you I met her once,” I add, and my confession brings her gaze to mine. “She was looking to buy that drug you just had.”
“Sleeping pills?” She looks confused.
“Sweets is what they call it. Sweet Lullabies. We mostly use it for addicts to wean them off, put them out during their withdrawal.” Bethany stares up at me, hanging on every word as I speak. I only wish this story had a better ending for her.
“She was strung out on coke; every telltale sign was there. And she was buying too much of the sweets. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t for her. When we questioned her, she said it was for her brother. She left and never came around again.”
“We don’t have a brother.”
“I know. We could tell she was lying to us, so we sent her away.”
“That’s what you know of my sister?” Shame and sadness lace her words.
“That’s the only time I met her,” I answer her and her gaze narrows, as if she can see through my truth to the lies I just told her moments ago. But this is the truth.
“I don’t know who she was buying it for, or if it has anything to do with why she was killed.”
I’ve lost a piece of her in this moment. I don’t know how, but I did.
“Don’t judge me, Beth. I’m the one who will pay for this.”
She stares up at me, but she doesn’t say a word. Still assessing everything I said, or maybe trying to see her sister as she was in her last days.
“You’ve got to calm down.”
“I don’t just calm down,” she says, wrapping her arms around herself and I think she’s done, but she tells me a story. “I was a preemie when I was born, and I almost died. My mother told me she thought it was God punishing her. She hadn’t wanted my sister; she almost gave her up. Not that she was a bad person,” she adds, quick to defend her mother. “She didn’t think she’d be a good mom to her, and had broken up with my father just before she found out she was pregnant. She came very close to giving her up, but my father came back around and wanted to try to make things work. And then a few years later, they wanted to have me. And she told me she’d thought God was going to take me away. My lungs didn’t work and the hospital couldn’t do anything, so they put me in a helicopter and sent me away to a hospital that could save me. My mom couldn’t come at first, because she lost a lot of blood.
“My grandfather used to say I came into this world fighting and I never stopped. He told me once, ‘You’ll leave this world fighting, Bethy. And I’ll still be so proud of you.’” Tears cloud her eyes, but she doesn’t shed them. Not my fiery girl; she holds on to every bit of her pain.
“It’s okay,” I tell her, rubbing her arm and then holding her when she falls into my chest.
“I’m sorry I’m a bitch,” she tells me, sniffing away the last evidence that she may have been on the verge of crying. “I don’t know why I’m always ready to fight. I just am.”
“It’s okay, I already told you that.”
“Why is it that when you say that, it feels like it really is?” The way she looks up at me in this moment is like I’m her hero. It’s nothing but another lie.
“Because I’ll do everything I can to make sure it is okay, maybe that’s why?”
She sniffs once more and takes a step back to the counter as she says, “I should leave.”
“I want you here. I don’t want you to leave tonight.”
“Why?” she asks. “Why do you want me to stay?”
“Do you really want to go to bed alone?”
“No,” she whispers.
A moment passes between us. The look she gave me a moment ago is coming back.
“Jase, promise me one thing.”
“What?”
“Don’t hurt me.”
I lie to her again, knowing that I hurt everyone I touch. Knowing I’ve already hurt her, although the truth of that hasn’t revealed itself yet. “I won’t hurt you,” I tell her. I would have told her anything. Just to get her to stay.





BETHANY
O ne thing the kids at the hospital do all the time is lie. They lie about taking their medication. They lie about their symptoms. They lie for all sorts of reasons all the time.
It’s my job to know when they’re lying. I can’t save them if I don’t know the truth.
When Jase looked me in the eyes hours ago, he lied to me.
I don’t know what piece of the conversation contained the lie. I don’t know how much was a lie. I don’t know why.
But I know he lied to me. And I can’t let it go. The nagging thought won’t let me sleep. He fucking lied to me. I put it all out there, allowed myself to be raw and vulnerable. My imperfect, broken, bitchy self. And he lied to my face. The worst part is that I’m sure it had to do with my sister.
That’s what hurts the most.
Every minute that passed after seeing that look on his face when he lied, every minute I thought of how I could get it out of him. How I needed to get it out of him. How I was failing Jenny by letting it happen. How I was failing myself.
I’m careful as I slip off the sheet. I haven’t slept at all, but he has. His breathing is even, and I listen to it as I gently climb out of the bed. My body is motionless when I stand up, listening to his inhales and exhales.
I already have my excuse ready in case he wakes. I never got that Advil, after all.
Every footstep is gentle as I move to the dresser, opening a drawer as silently as I can. The first drawer proves useless and as I shut it, Jase breathes in deeper, the pace of his breathing changing. I stand as still as I can, holding my own breath and praying he falls back asleep.
And he does. That steady, even breathing comes back.
With the rush of adrenaline fueling me, I move to his nightstand quietly, slowly, wondering if I’ve lost my fucking mind. I’m so close to him that he could reach out and grab me if he woke up. I watch his chest rise and fall as I open the drawer. The sound of it opening is soft, but noticeable. All the while, Jase sleeps.
I watch his chest for a steady rhythm; I watch his eyes for any movement. He’s knocked the hell out.
The faint light from the room is enough to reflect off the metal of the set of cuffs. I only have two, but if I can get one wrapped around his wrist and linked to the bed, I’ll have him where I need him.
Trapped, until he tells me the fucking truth.
I almost shut the drawer, almost, but then I realize he would be able to reach it, and nestled inside are both a gun and a knife.
The metal gleams in the night and I carefully pick up both weapons and move them to the top of the dresser on the other side of the room, away from his reach.
Thump. Thump. The heat of uneasiness creeps along my skin. My own breathing intensifies, my hands shake slightly and the metal of the handcuffs clinks in the quiet night.
Freezing where I am on the other side of the bed, I wait. And wait. Watching him carefully. If he woke up right now, I don’t even know what he’d do to me.
But it’s better to suffer that consequence than to accept him lying straight to my face, all the while, I fall for him … him and his lies.
It’s what my mother did. She accepted my father’s lies. And it left her a lonely woman. I won’t be with a liar. I don’t care about any debt or any other bullshit reason. I can’t trust a liar.
I don’t realize how angry I’ve become, not until Jase rolls over slightly in bed and my heart leaps up my throat.
The thought runs through my mind not to do it. That I’m out of my element and this world is more dangerous than I can handle. This isn’t the person I am.
But he lied to me. …About Jenny.
Biting down on my bottom lip, I creep back up onto the bed and close one of the cuffs around an iron post of Jase’s bed. There are four metal posts that surround his bed. The soft clink of the locks goes by slowly, clink, clink, clink and I swear he’ll hear it, but his chest rises and falls evenly while he shows no signs of waking.
As I lean closer to him, closer to the other side, and ready to slip the other cuff through the post on that side of him, I gaze down at his face. In his sleep, he’s still a man of power. But even with his strong stubbled jaw, there’s a peacefulness I haven’t seen.
He’s only a man.
It fucking hurts to look at him. When someone can hurt you, it means you care. I have lived my life making sure not to care, so that I won’t be hurt. And yet, Jase Cross pushed his way in, only to lie to me.
It solidifies my decision. I’ll be damned either way.
Clink, clink, clink. With both handcuffs in place, I know securing the one on the left to his wrist will be easy. His wrist is close to the first cuff already. I’m sure he’ll wake and then I’ll be fucked, but I have to try. I’ll have him where I want him.
With that thought, I go through with it, not second-guessing a thing.
I grab his wrist and it’s by sheer dumb luck that he wakes up and grabs my throat with that hand. His dark eyes open wide and he stares daggers at me. Pinning me with a fierce look, the fear I knew I held for him deep down makes me still.
The look he shows is of startle and shock, and I don’t let it distract me, even if I do scream out of instinct.
I drop my head down, shoving my face into the headboard, feeling the burn rising over my head from hitting my nose, and slip the metal around his wrist, scraping it against his skin as he screams at me, locking it into place.
“What the fuck are you doing?” his voice bellows in the room. His grip tightens for a moment, right before releasing me altogether.
I can still feel the imprint of his hand on my throat, the power he has to hurt me. I can feel it as I kick away from him, fighting with the sheets to get far enough away.
Scrambling backward, I fall hard off the bed onto my back, gasping for breath as my heart attempts to climb out of my throat.
Jase rips his arm back, yelling in vain as the metal digs into his wrist and the bed shakes, but he remains attached to it. Cuffed to the bed. He does it again and again and each time I lie on my back like a coward, my elbows propping me up on the floor as I wait with bated breath to see if I have trapped the beast.
“What the fuck did you do?” he jeers. “Where’s the key?” he asks in a snarl.
Silence. Did I really do it? Thump.
“Where’s the fucking key!” he screams until his face turns red. The anger seeps into the air around us as I slowly stand.
“I have the key,” I manage to say somehow calmly, still in disbelief. He blinks the sleep from his eyes, breathing from his nostrils and slowly coming to the realization of what’s happened. The way he looks down at me, like I betrayed him—I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t kill something inside of me.
I ruin what I touch. I should have known this would end with him hating me.
“Give it to me,” he requests with an eerily calm tone, one that chills me to my bones.
“No,” I say, and the word falls from me easily. More easily than I could have imagined as I stand up straighter, walking slowly around the edge of the bed. Not unlike the way he does to me when I undress for him.
His dark eyes narrow on me. “Don’t do this. I won’t be mad. Just give me the key.”
Thump. Thump. Fear burns inside of me. The fear of both repenting, and the fear of going through with it.
I keep walking, slowly making my way to the dresser and Jase’s eyes move to it before looking back at me. “What are you doing?” he asks me, and then I hear him swallow. I hear the hint of fear creeping into his voice. “Give me the key.”
I ignore his demand and pick up the gun. I don’t aim it at him, I merely hold it and tell him, “Put the open cuff around your other wrist.” Although I lack true confidence, the gun slipping slightly in my sweaty palms.
“And how would you like me to do that?” Jase questions, a lack of patience and irritation are the only things I can hear in his voice. Like I’m a child asking for something ridiculous.
“You’re a big boy,” I bite back, “I’m sure you can figure it out.”
All the while I watch him and he watches me, my heart does this pitter-patter in my chest making me think it’s giving up on me as it stalls every time Jase looks back. Using the pillow and occasionally leaning down to hold the cuff between his teeth, he struggles to lock it. I don’t trust him enough to do it myself though. There’s no way he wouldn’t grab me.
My heart beats faster with each passing second as he attempts to close the cuff himself.
Every moment his gaze touches mine, questioning why I’d do this, I question it myself.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” I whisper when I hear the cuff finally pushed into place. He rests his wrists against the iron rod, pushing it tighter and securing it.
“Then put the gun down,” he urges me and I listen. I set it down on the dresser where it sat only minutes ago and hesitantly turn to him, each wrist cuffed to his bed.
“You can still uncuff me,” he suggests with more dominance than he should have. Especially because I lift the knife at the end of his sentence.
“More cuffs.” I speak the words and fight back the bile rising in my stomach from knowing my own intentions.
Jase’s eyes stay on the knife as he answers me, “In the top drawer of the dresser. To the right side… with the ropes.” His voice is dull and flat. “You’re going to cuff my ankles?” he guesses correctly and I nod without looking at him, simply because I can’t.
Thump. Thump. My heart feels like it’s lagging behind as I pick up the cuffs from the drawer, right where he said they were.
“Why are you doing this?” he asks me; any hint of arrogance or even anger is gone.
I can barely swallow as I move toward him. With the sheet barely covering him but laid haphazardly over his groin still, the rest of him is fully exposed. He is Adonis. Trapped and furious, but ultimately mortal.
“I want answers,” I say, and I don’t know how I’m able to speak. “You lied to me. I know you did.”
His only response is to stretch out his legs, not fighting, not resisting. Putting his ankles close to the rods.
He’s helping me. Or it’s a trick. I decide on the latter, moving closer, but hesitantly.
“Go on,” he tells me, staring down at me.
I stand back far enough away from the footboard, cautious as I click the first cuff into place.
“Go ahead, cailín tine,” he tells me, staring into my eyes. His nickname for me breaks my heart. Even as I look away, feeling shame and guilt consume me even though I know I have a good reason to do this. But it doesn’t make it hurt any less.
With the last cuff in place, and Jase half sitting up in bed, leaning against the headboard and staring at me, I observe him from where I stand.
“What are you going to do now?” I ask him.
“Wait.”
“You lied to me.” I whisper the ragged words and turn the handle of the knife over in my hand.
“When?” he questions, and the muscles in his neck tighten.
A sad laugh leaves me and I’m only vaguely conscious of it when I hear it.
“So you did lie?” I ask weakly, feeling the weight against my chest. “And here I was hoping I was just crazy.”
“I’d be hard-pressed in this moment to call you sane,” Jase comments, and my eyes move to his. “Yes, I lied to you.”
“What was a lie?” I ask him and take a step closer to the bed. The floorboard creaks under my step and I halt where I am, taking it as a warning.
“I don’t want to tell you. It doesn’t matter.” He speaks a contradiction.
Wiping my forehead with the back of my hand, still holding the knife, I walk closer to him, gauging his ability to move, even though he’s still as can be.
“I don’t think you could do anything,” I start to tell him as I stand right in front of the nightstand, “if I stand right here.” Holding out my arm, I gently place the blade of the knife on his chest, not pushing at all, but letting him see how far away I can be while still capable of hurting him. “What do you think?” I ask him, wondering if I truly am crazy at this point.
“What do you want to know?” he asks, not answering my question.
“What did you lie about?”
“It’s irrelevant.”
“Anything relating to my sister is relevant.” I grit out the words, pushing the knife down a little harder. Enough so the skin on his pec surrounding the knife, tightens under the blade.
“Did you hurt her?” The words come out unbidden.
“No, I told you that.”
“And you told me you lied,” I counter.
“I lied to protect you, Bethany.” He almost says something else, but instead he rips his gaze away from me, gnashing his back teeth to keep him from talking.
Before I can continue, he tells me, “I have a name, but it’s useless.” His dark eyes lift to mine. “We think he got her hooked, intentionally or not, but he can’t be tied to anything else. Nothing ties him to her death.”
“Give me his name.” The strong woman inside of me applauds my efforts, rejoicing in the fact that it took this much to make him speak and that I was able to push myself to this point.
And that I have a name.
I have someone I can blame and punish, someone I can make pay for what they did to my sister. They tortured her. Broke her body. She was gone for so long, I don’t know how long it went on. And then they burned her. They left nothing of her for me.
There will be nothing of them left when I find them.
“No.” His answer dies in the tense air between us. It takes me a long moment to realize what he’s even saying no to. My mind has gone to darker places, and tears streak down my cheek thinking about what she went through and that I wasn’t there. I couldn’t save her.
“Tell me who it was,” I say as I move a bit closer, holding the knife with both hands, barely keeping it together. I let the tears fall with no restraint, and no conscious consent either. “I want his name!” I raise my voice and even to my own ears it sounds violent and uncontrolled.
Jase stares straight ahead, ignoring me, not answering.
“I don’t want to hurt you.” The confession sounds strangled.
“You don’t have to,” he answers.
“Give me the name, Jase!”
“You’ll get yourself killed!” he yells back at me and the sound bellows from deep within him.
“You don’t understand what they did to her!” I scream at him, feeling the well of emotion filling my lungs. I remember the fear when she went missing. “She would text me every day when she woke up, regardless of what time that ended up being. Sometimes she forgot. But every day, there was at least one text…” I trail off, remembering how angry I’d been when she messaged last. She wouldn’t come back after I made her admit she had a problem. She refused to come back and get help. But she still messaged me every day. Until she didn’t.
“And then there was nothing,” I speak so softly, using what’s left inside of me as the tears fall freely down my face.
“For days and then weeks, there was nothing but fear and hope. And fear is what won. Every day she didn’t text me. The fear won.” As I try to regain my composure, I wipe haphazardly at my face and focus on breathing.
“I waited in silence for nothing. The first forty-eight hours, no one did anything at all,” I say and my words crack. “Why would they? She was reckless and headed down the wrong path.”
The knife is still in my hands, still pressed to his skin when I tell him, “I knew something terrible had happened to her, and I could do nothing. She was still alive then. I know she was. I remember thinking that. That she was still out there. That I could feel her.”
I’m brought back to my kitchen, crying on the floor, hating myself for pushing her away, regretting that I yelled at her, all alone and praying. Praying because God was the only one left to listen to me. Praying he could save her, because I couldn’t.
“I had no name. No one had a name for me. But you do.” I twist the knife just slightly, and suddenly feel it give, but I don’t dare look. I don’t look anywhere but into Jase’s eyes, even as he seethes in pain.
“Give me the name.”
“He’ll kill you, Bethany.” Sorrow etches his eyes and I know his answer already even before he says, “I won’t do that.”
I scream a wretched sound as I pull back the knife. It slices cleanly, so easily, leaving a bright red line in its path. Small and seemingly insignificant, but then blood pours from the wound and he bites back a sound of agony.
It’s bright red. And it doesn’t stop.
What have I done? Jase’s intake is staggered but he doesn’t show any other signs of pain.
“Fuck!” The word leaves me in a rush. “Jase,” I say, and his name is a prayer on my lips. “No,” I think out loud as my hand shakes and the knife drops to the floor. There’s so much blood. There’s so much soaking into the bed as it drips around his body.
It doesn’t stop.
“Jase,” I cry out his name as I ball up the bed sheets and press them to the laceration.
He breathes deep, staring at the ceiling. Silent, and ignoring me as I press more of the cotton linens to his chest, only for it to be soaked a half second later.
There’s so much blood.
“I’m sorry,” I utter as I rip the sheets out from under him, desperate to make it stop. “I’m so sorry.”
The blood soaks through the fabric within seconds, staining my hands.
Staring down at the blood that lines the creases of my palms, I take a step back and then another.
What have I done?





JASE
It’s like when you wake up from a nightmare. There’s a moment where it all feels real and then, sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly, reality comes back to you. The horror stays, the damage done, the terrors in your sleep lingering as you walk down the steps of your quiet house to get a drink of water. And sometimes those monsters stand behind you. You can still sense them, even when you know they’re not real.
That’s what this feels like as the slice on my chest rips agony through my body. Like I can’t get away from the ghosts in her eyes, even if she’s woken from her dream. Even if disbelief and regret are all she feels, all she sees, all she recognizes.
The ghosts will still be there, waiting in the dark.
Every time she presses the sheets to the wound, a renewed sense of pain spreads through my body, but I refuse to make a sound. My hands turn to fists and I pull against the cuffs, feeling the metal dig into my wrists.
“I’m so sorry. I don’t… I didn’t mean…” she says, choking on her words.
“I told you I would tell you,” I remind her, flexing my wrists and breathing through the pain. I’ve had worse shit done to me. “When I know who it was, I will tell you and I will make them pay.”
Besides, I fucking deserve this.
“I’m not going to give you a name without knowing for sure,” I confess to her, letting her believe that’s the only thing I’ve withheld, the only lie I’ve spoken. “I promise you.”
Her beautiful hazel eyes lock onto mine, begging and pleading for forgiveness but more than that, an out. A way out of the nightmare she’s in.
There’s no way out of this shit though. This is what life is. It’s what mourning is. A waking nightmare.
“I’m sorry,” she blurts out before turning her back to me and running to the bathroom.
I hear her open the medicine cabinet and when I do, I push the escape lock on the cuffs with my thumb. It would be all too fucked up for her to have found the cuffs in my car; the ones I put on her, the ones I keep in my car. And not these safety cuffs I intend to use when I light her ass on fire with my paddle. The ones for play sold at sex shops.
Maybe I shouldn’t have let it go on for as long as I did, but I think she needed this. She needed to get it out of her system.
I’m quiet as I unlock the ones on my ankles, taking my time to put them away, gritting my teeth every time the sharp pain reminds me that she cut me.
With the drawer open, I drop the cuffs in, one by one when I hear her close the cabinet and I wait.
Her gasp is telling and I turn around slowly to see the halo of light surrounding her from the bathroom door. A bandage and gauze in one hand, and hydrogen peroxide in the other.
Horror plays in the depths of her eyes as she freezes where she is. She’s a beautiful, broken mess.
I take a single step toward her; the floor groans and the only other sound is the hushed gasp she makes.
“Jase,” she pleads, not hiding her fear. She doesn’t hide anything; it’s a big part of what I admire about her.
“Jase,” she says again and this time my name is strangled as it leaves her. So much begging in only a single word as I take another step.
She trembles where she stands. I reach out for the bandages, and her arm drops dead to her side as she awaits her sentence. I place the bandage over the cut without sparing it a glance and wipe up the remaining blood with the gauze before tossing it behind her into the bathroom and onto the floor.
And she flinches from the movement. From my arm moving her way.
It fucking kills me. My chest doesn’t feel a goddamn thing from the cut. But it feels everything knowing that she thought I was going to hit her. That I would strike her.
Everyone deserves punishment for their sins. And I accept mine. But I won’t accept losing her.
Her eyes never leave mine, and mine never leave hers.
She doesn’t beg for mercy; she doesn’t try to run.
The world is full of broken birds and pain. I won’t add to it.
Not her. Not my fiery girl, my cailín tine.
“Jase.” She says my name thickly and swallows after a second passes of silence. Just the two of us knowing the other’s pain, knowing what’s happened wasn’t a nightmare, it was real.
“I’m sor-”
I cut her off with my own apology. “I’m sorry I can’t bring her back.” The emotion wells in my throat as I add, “If I could, if I had that power, I wouldn’t be feeling the same shit you are.”
The tense air changes, and everything falls around us. For me it does. Nothing else exists for me but her.
“If I could, I would,” I tell her as I brush her hair off her shoulder and lower my lips to hers. It’s all done slowly. I’ll be sweet with her tonight.
Her lips brush against mine gently and then she deepens our kiss.
Her fingers are hesitant at first, as if she’s still expecting me to snap like she did.
I have all the time in the world for her tonight. To see what’s really here. To know what’s between us.
I can show her, and I do. Slowly, gently, and with every small touch, I chip away at any armor she has.
I don’t want the hate; I don’t want the fight.
Not tonight.
Tonight I make her feel loved.
A part of me knows it’s selfish, because I don’t deserve her or any of this. But tonight I need to feel loved too.





BETHANY
The Coverless Book
Fourth Chapter

“Do you think Mama will be okay with it?” I ask Caroline, nervously peeking up at her. The silk is like water under my fingers. So smooth and easily flowing. “I’ve never worn anything like it.”
“It’s perfect for your first date,” Caroline tells me with that sweet Southern charm.
I turn around fully to face her, repeating my question, “But do you think Mama will be okay with it?”
Caroline’s expression falters.
“I think your mama would love it, Emmy,” Caroline says, forcing that false smile to her lips. She’s worked for our family since just before I got sick. I know all her tells and that smile she’s plastered on her face is only there to hide the truth. She hates my mother, but I don’t know why.
“She’s sick too,” I whisper defensively. “That’s why she’s not here.” The excuse falls flat, just like it does every time.
“She’s not sick like you. She’s just in pain,” Miss Caroline corrects me.
Those in the most pain, cause pain. My mother told me that once. It was a while ago and she said that’s why she doesn’t see me very much. She doesn’t want to hurt me. I know it kills her inside to know what’s happening to me. “Pain is a sickness, isn’t it?” I ask Caroline.
The false smile wavers as she reaches down to pick up the pair of shoes. “Your first pair of heels,” she states and pretends she didn’t hear me. She does that sometimes. She doesn’t answer me when I ask questions. I know they’re insignificant, but I have no one else to talk to. Some days I wonder if I’ve spoken when she does that.
I only know I have when I hear her sniffle. They don’t like to see me like this, frail and losing weight and muscle like I am. No one does. I’m not just sick; I’m dying. That’s what the doctors say.
Smoothing the ruby red silk fabric with my hand, I turn to the mirror thinking, Jake will like me in this dress. He won’t mind seeing me sick. He doesn’t cry when I tell him I’m invincible, not like Mama and not like Miss Caroline.
Jake thinks I’m pretty. He thinks I’m sweet.
“Soup, Emmy,” Caroline calls out and I can hear the spoon clinking against the porcelain.
“Is it- “
Before I can finish, Miss Caroline nods and says, “Of course it is. I had to make your favorite for today. Drink up, baby, you need to be strong.”
“I already am strong,” I tell her with a smile, feeling the excitement of tonight. “Haven’t I told you? I’m invincible.”

THE STORY GRIPS me as the pages turn. A young boy and a sick girl, falling in love even though they know it won’t last. I can’t help but to think it’s not that simple. I hate her mother and I like Miss Caroline, but I feel sorry for Emmy. It’s funny how they feel so real when I curl up under the blanket and let the night disappear in between the pages of The Coverless Book.
Lines of a dark blue ink run along the pages. And with every line, I add it to the list in my notepad.

I’M INVINCIBLE.
Those in the most pain, cause pain.
I don’t feel sick when he looks at me like that; I can only feel cherished with his gaze on me.
Agony is meaningless; only love can relate.

THERE IS NO PATTERN. No reason to think there’s a hidden message lying inside. But I do. I can’t help but to hope that I’m missing something. Anything. I just want my sister to tell me something.
Or at least I did. Days ago.
Before that night with Jase. The night everything changed. Somehow, he took my fight away, but with it, there’s relief.
It’s been two days and he hasn’t messaged me, and I haven’t messaged him either.
I don’t know how it happened, but everything feels different now.
With every thrust against his bedroom wall, he forced the air from my lungs. He took it, he made it his. The air, my body… and more.
Forgiveness and understanding can do something to a person. Especially when you don’t feel worthy of it.
When I stepped out of that bathroom, not knowing what the hell I was going to do or what the hell I was thinking when I cuffed him, I wouldn’t have fathomed he’d be there facing me.
What did I think would happen even if I did get a name from him?
That somehow he would let me out of his gilded cage after he admitted what he lied about? That he wouldn’t hold it against me that I’d cuffed him up and threatened him?
I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. I’ve never been sorrier for hurting someone. I can’t believe I did that.
There will be consequences, I remember Jase’s words last night. Just before I fell asleep, he told me the night wasn’t forgiven wholly, until there were consequences.
And I accept it. Whatever those consequences may be.
I don’t know what happened to make me think I could, and that I should, lay a knife to his skin.
The only way I can justify it, is that I think it happened for a reason.
I think we were meant to have that moment. The moment when he kissed me, and he made it feel okay to let go. He made me feel like if I was with him, everything would be the way it should be.
He made me feel like I wasn’t as broken as I thought I was.
And I gave him everything I had to give. Even if it’s not much.
I would give him everything and anything from this day forward.
His forgiveness and touch are worth more than I’ll ever have.
Ping. My phone goes off with a text message, followed by another.
Are you okay?
How are you feeling?
Two different texts, from two different people. And I’m grateful for the distraction.
One’s from Laura and one’s from Jase.
I’m feeling good, how are you? I text them both the same thing. I don’t even realize it at first.
I just haven’t heard from you. Anything new? Laura writes back first.
I write a few words and delete them. Write some more and delete those too. I finally settle on, Maybe. I’ll know more when we go out this weekend.
My heart does this little pitter-patter thing and my head tells it that it’s naïve.
The three dots at the bottom left of the screen tell me she’s writing something, but before she can finish, Jase messages.
I was hoping to see you tonight. But things came up. Tomorrow.
He doesn’t ask. He tells.
I debate on what to say, focusing on the first part and then the second. He was hoping to see me. The butterflies Emmy feels … I feel them too. They kind of scare me. Everything that’s happening scares me.
Before I can respond to him, Laura writes back.
What’s new? I can’t take the suspense. You know I thrive on instant gratification.
Shifting on the sofa, I pull the blanket up my lap, hating the draft coming from the old window and focusing on that rather than the butterflies.
I pick up my mug and take a swig of it; the decaf tea is lukewarm, but still satisfying.
I don’t know exactly what it is yet, I tell Laura. But when I do, I’ll let you know.
I press send and then realize I sent it to the wrong fucking person. The mug slams down onto the table when I realize, but thankfully my tea’s almost gone so none of it splashes out.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I mutter under my breath, feeling my heart race.
Sorry, I meant that for someone else. See you tomorrow. I type out the response quickly, before Jase can respond. My heart’s a damn war drum as I copy and paste what I sent him to send to Laura.
“Fuck a duck,” I say out loud, letting my head fall back on the sofa. I am … a mess. A living, breathing mess.
Omg that’s so exciting!
Tell me everything! Laura writes immediately.
You don’t know what “what” is? What is “what?” And who are you talking to? Jase writes back. Fuck, he knows. It doesn’t take a genius to know what I’m talking about.
“Shit, shit, shit,” is all I can think and say as I stare at his message.
Rubbing the stress away from my forehead, I decide they can get the same message again.
I’m heading to bed. Sorry, we’ll talk later. As soon as the text is sent, I toss the phone on the other side of the sofa and stare at it as it goes off. Again and again. Taunting me every time. And with each one, I wonder if it’s Jase, or Laura.
Fuck both of those conversations. It’s late, and I’m obviously not with it. I’m tired, but I haven’t been able to sleep. They can wait. Everything can wait.
Rubbing my eyes, and ignoring the sick feeling I have inside, I finally get up off the sofa and wonder if I should grab another cup of tea, or just pass out like I said I was going to do.
My mind won’t stop with all the questions though. So sleeping is nonexistent.
I don’t know what we are. Jase and me. I don’t know where this is going. And I don’t know how I’ll be all right if I don’t have Jase in my life. I owe him a debt, and the hours are numbered. It will come to an end. I’m fully aware of that, and it’s terrifying.
Sleep doesn’t come easy for me and with that thought in mind, I pick up the small bottle of pills from my purse. The handwriting on the back merely says, All you need is one.
I can add assault and theft to my résumé after what happened two nights ago.
Before I left Jase’s home, I swiped the bottle of sleeping pills from his medicine cabinet. I don’t know if he knows yet, or what he’ll do when he finds out, but he can add them to my tab.
This goes against everything I know; everything I’ve ever done. Both the stealing and taking the drugs. They’re only sleeping pills, I remind myself. And I desperately need sleep. Holding the pill up, I see it’s a gel capsule with liquid inside. Just like an Advil.
But everything about this week is more than morally ambiguous. And everything has changed.
The phone pings again and I check to see what they said after getting a glass of water and a single pill.
Laura wrote back a novel. Text after text demanding I give her every detail. To which I reply, I still love you! I’ll tell you all of it soon!
And Jase wrote back, Sleep well. To which I reply, You too. And feel far too much just from being able to tell him goodnight.
   
IT’S SO COLD HERE. At first I don’t know where I am. Sleep came too easily. I remember feeling my entire body lift as if I’d become weightless, right before falling so deeply into darkness. Even now I can remember it, as if I could touch it and relive it. Although I know it’s already passed.
I fell and fell, but it didn’t feel like falling. Everything else was moving around me until I landed in this room. A small room with dirty white walls. There’s a radiator in the corner with a thick coat of paint, or maybe many coats of paint. It’s white too, like the walls. The thin wooden boards on the floor are old and they don’t like me walking across them. They tell me I don’t belong here. They tell me to go back.
But I hear the ripping.
Something is being torn behind the old chair. It’s a tufted chair, and maybe it was once expensive, but faded fabric is being torn down the back of it.
Rip, another tear and I hear something else. The sound of a muffled sob. A shuddered breath and the sound of gentle rocking. Just behind the chair.
I take another step, and a freezing prick dances along every inch of my skin. It’s so cold it hurts, like an ice pick stabbing me everywhere.
It doesn’t matter though. Nothing does. Because I see her.
She’s there, Jenny’s there. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, rocking back and forth with a book in her hand. The Coverless Book.
“Jenny,” I cry out her name and try to go to her, but the chair doesn’t let me; its torn fabric holds me where I am, making a vine around my ankles. My upper body tumbles forward, falling onto the back of the chair. “Jenny!” I scream as I reach out to her. But I can’t reach her, and she can’t hear me.
Her hair is so dirty, long and stringy now. The tears on my cheek turn to ice.
“Jenny,” I whisper, but her name is lost in the cold air as I try to move from where I am. How is it holding me back? Let me go! She’s my sister! She’s here!
I fight against it all, but my hips are now tied down as well. I can’t move to her; I can’t even feel my legs. Please, let me go. I have to go to her!
The book falls, and the sound whips my eyes to her once again as Jenny covers her face to cry. Her arm has a marking, is it a quote? A tattoo?
What is it?
Her shoulders shake as tears stream down her cheeks and I tell her not to cry. I tell her it’s okay, that I’m here. Her wide, dark eyes look up at me. Her pale skin is nearly as white as the fog from her breath.
It’s so cold here.
“You shouldn’t be here,” she says, staring straight into my eyes. Both pain and chills consume me.
“Come with me,” I beg her, licking my chapped lips and I swear ice coats them after. “Come with me, Jenny!” I scream, feeling the bite of a chill deep in my lungs, and she only tilts her head as if she doesn’t understand.
The torturous feeling of being trapped makes me scream a wretched cry. And Jenny only stares at me.
“I just wanted them to be okay,” she tells me as if she’s apologizing. “Someone needs to be okay.”
“Who?” I beg her for an answer. “Who did this to you? Where are you?”
Her voice cracks and she tells me repeatedly, “You shouldn’t be here.” Over and over in the same way, all while she shakes her head and rocks. “You shouldn’t be here.”
Darkness descends, like a storm brewing inside of the small room. “Jenny, come with me!” I scream again, “Jenny, come with me!” as the room stretches, tearing her away from me. No!
“Don’t believe them,” she whispers and I hear it as if she’s next to me. As if she’s whispered it into my ear.
“Don’t believe the lies. They’ll all tell you lies.”
Even when she’s gone and there’s only darkness left, she tells me, “Don’t believe your heart; it lies to you too.”





JASE
“What happened?” I ask her the second I shut her front door. I’ve only just gotten here, intent on implementing consequences, and I’m already changing my mind.
Her eyes are bloodshot, and her skin is pale. Hugging her knees into her chest, she’s seated on her sofa, staring at nothing.
“Nothing,” she’s quick to tell me. “I didn’t think you’d be here in the morning. I thought you’d come at night,” she adds and then wipes under her eyes as she tosses the blanket to the side of the sofa.
“I don’t like it when I ask a question and you lie to me,” I speak as I walk into the living room. Not a single light is on and the curtains are shut tight. It’s too dark.
That gets her attention, and a hint of the girl I know shows herself when she answers smartly, “Oh, it’s not the best feeling, is it?”
The sarcastic response leaves her easily, and she watches me as I narrow my gaze at her. From bad to worse, the air changes.
“Something happened from the time you left me to just now.” I speak clearly, with no room for argument and Beth crosses her arms, staring just past me for a moment before looking me in the eyes.
She’s in nothing but a sleepshirt that’s rumpled, and dark circles are present under her eyes. Even still, she’s beautiful, the kind of beautiful I want to hold on to.
“Are you going to tell me?” I ask her, not breaking our stare.
Time ticks by and I think she’s going to keep it from me, but finally she looks to the kitchen and then back at me. “Over coffee,” she tells me.
She turns toward the kitchen like she’s going to walk there, but then pauses and looks over her shoulder. “You coming?” she asks, and I follow. Watching every detail, noticing the way her movements lag, the way she sniffs after a long exhale, like she’s been crying. The way she leans against the counter after putting the coffee grinds in the pot, like she can barely stand on her own.
“What the fuck happened?” I ask her and lean against her refrigerator. Standing across from her, we’re only feet apart but it feels like so much farther away. I should know everything that happens. I’ll correct that mistake immediately.
“Where do we stand on the debt?” she asks and then clears her throat as the coffee machine rumbles to life.
“I wrote it down; don’t have it with me.” I give her a bullshit answer and ask again, but harder this time, “What happened?”
Lifting up her head to look me in the eyes, her lips pull down and she tells me in a tight voice, “I wasn’t sleeping… not at all since Jenny…” She leaves the remainder unspoken. “So I took those pills you had.” She crosses her arms, looking down at the coffee pot and licking her lower lip before telling me, “I’m sorry. It was shitty of me and I don’t know why I’m doing so many shitty things, to be honest.”
Her arms unfold and she rests her elbows on the counter, like she’s talking to the coffee pot instead of me. Her fingers graze her hairline as she keeps going. “That drug doesn’t work; I’ll tell you that.” As she speaks her voice is dampened, although she tries to keep it even. “I had the most awful dream, but it felt so real.” I take a tentative step forward, getting closer to her, but am careful to keep far enough back so she won’t feel threatened.
She reminds me of a caged animal backed into a corner. One who’s given up and given in, but still frightened and not ashamed to admit it. One who would still try to hurt you, and you’d be the one to blame, because it warned you so.
“It was so real, Jase,” she whispers and before I can ask what her dream was, she tells me. “Jenny was there, ripping the cover off the book.” She turns around to face what little of the living room she can see from this angle. Her hand falls to her side as she peeks up at me.
A deep well of emotions burns in her gaze, enrapturing me and refusing to let me go. “She said I didn’t belong there and she wouldn’t come back with me.” She has to whisper her words, her voice is so fragile. Like she really believed it happened.
“I’m sorry I stole from you, and I’m sorry I even took it. I don’t know what’s happening to me.” Bringing the heels of her hands up to her cheeks she wipes at the stray tears and that’s when I hold her, rocking her in my arms and shushing her.
“I hate crying… why am I crying?” Her frustration shows as she holds on to the pain, still not having learned to let it go.
The coffee pot stops, and I can’t hear anything. She’s stiff in my arms, not crying, but not getting better either.
She’s stuck in that moment. The monster in her dreams, following in her shadows.
“You want to go upstairs?”
She doesn’t answer right away and I add, “You need to sleep.”
It takes a moment, it always does with her, ever defiant, but she nods eventually. She pushes off from the counter, leaving the black coffee to steam in the mug where it sits, knowing it’ll go untouched and turn cold.
Her arms stay wrapped around her as she walks up the old stairs, and I follow behind her, listening to the wooden steps creak with every few steps.
I keep a hand splayed on her back and when we make it to the bedroom, she stops outside of the door. “You don’t have to babysit me,” she tells me, craning her neck to look up at me in the dimly lit hall.
“Maybe I want to lie in bed with you, ever think of that?” I ask her softly, letting the back of my fingers brush her cheek.
She takes my hand in both of hers and opens the door to her bedroom. It’s smaller than mine, but nice. Her dresser looks older, maybe an antique like the vanity she has in the corner of her room.
Everything is neatly in place, not a single piece of clothing is out, nothing is askew. Nothing except for the bed. It looks like she just got out of it. The top sheet’s a tangled mess and the down comforter is still wrapped up like a cocoon.
“When did you get up?” I ask her.
She shrugs and pulls back the blankets, fixing them as she answers, “I think around three… I don’t remember.”
“It was almost midnight when you said you were going to bed.”
“Yes,” is all she answers me.
“Come here.” I rip her away from straightening the sheets to hold her, and she clings to me. “It wasn’t real,” I whisper in her hair.
“I wish…” she pauses, then swallows thickly before confessing, “I wish it was in some way, because at least I got to see her.”
Her shoulders shudder in my arms. I don’t have words to answer her, so I lay her in bed, helping her with the blankets and climbing in next to her.
The kisses start with the intent to soothe her pain. Letting my lips kiss her jaw, where the tearstains are. Up her neck, to make her feel more.
And she does, she breathes out heavily, keeping her eyes closed and letting her hands linger down my body.
Slowly it turns to more. She deepens the kisses. She holds me closer and demands more.
“You’re still in trouble,” I whisper against her lips, reminding her that she needs to be punished. Her response is merely a moan as she continues to devour me with her touch.
“Not tonight, but it’s coming.”
Her eyes open slowly, staring into mine and she whispers, “I know.”
“Tell me what you want.” I give her the one demand, wanting her to control this. Giving her something I haven’t before.
“Don’t make this harder on me. Please,” she begs me and I nearly turn her onto her belly, to fuck her into the mattress like I’ve wanted to do since the day I first laid eyes on her, but then she says, “I don’t want to beg you for something like… like…”
“Like what?” I ask, not following.
“I don’t want to consciously ask… for… for this,” she whispers and opens her eyes to look back at me.
It takes a long moment to feel how deep that cut me. Maybe it’s the disbelief. “To ask for something … like for me to fuck you?” My tone doesn’t hide a damn thing I’m feeling as I sit up straighter in bed. “Is it offensive? Or do you just not want to admit that you want me?”
“Jase.” Bethany wakes in this moment, her eyes more alive than they were downstairs. Brushing the hair out of her face, she sits up straighter, and blinks away the haze of lust.
“Tell me what you want.” I give her the request again. Waiting. Every second the fucking agony grows deeper and deeper.
“Jase,” she pleads with me. But I ask for so little now. I’m trying to give her everything to make it right, but I need this. “Tell me,” I say. The demand comes out hard and her expression falls.
A moment passes and she takes my hand, but her grip is weak.
“Please,” she begs me, “I don’t want to be alone.”
“I know that, but you don’t want to be with me either. Do you? We shouldn’t be doing this anyway.” I say the words without thinking. I know we’ve both thought it. That what this is today isn’t what it was that night I had her sign the contract. And two nights ago, we should have parted ways. It’s volatile and wrong. Being with her is going to be my downfall, I already know it.
And yet here I am waiting for her answer, because she’s the only one of the two of us who has the balls to admit out loud that we shouldn’t be together.
She hesitates, although she doesn’t deny it. She doesn’t say anything. The silence grows between us, separating us and making it seem as if the last time we were together never happened.
Thump, there’s the dull pain in my chest. It flourishes inside of me as I stand there in silence.
“After what I did for you, I deserve better than that,” I snap back. It fucking hurts. There’s a splintering sensation in my chest as if the absence of her words truly injured me more than that cut she gave me the other night. Only one will scar.
Her lips turn down as she swallows, making her throat tight. Her inhale quivers but instead of saying anything, she shakes her head, her hair sweeping around her shoulders as she looks away.
Nothing. She gives me nothing and with that I turn my back to her, slamming the door shut behind me. As hard as I can. The force of it travels up my arm, lingering as I walk away from her.
I could tell her she still owes me; I could tell her that. But right now, I don’t want to.
An awful sound travels down the hall, following me. A sob she tries to cover. The kind you hope comes out silent, but it’s ragged and fierce. My footsteps thunder behind me as I take the stairs as quickly as I can.
The kind of sobs that you can’t control. The kind that hurt.
Both the pounding of my shoes as I leave and the evidence of her misery, both are uncontrolled and painful.
I have seen so much brokenness in my short life. I hate it. I hate how easily everything can be destroyed and wasted. It’s so useless to live day by day, not just seeing it all around you, but making it so.
Standing at the bottom of her stairs, with one hand on the wall and the other gripping the banister, I listen to her cry. Crying for me? And the pain she’s caused me? Crying for herself and how alone and empty her life truly is? Crying for us?
And it takes me back to the time I heard similar cries. A time I left.
And I remember what was left of me when I came back to see the damage done.
My body tenses and my throat dries as I stand in between the man I was before and the man I’ll be tomorrow.
Tonight is mine regardless and knowing that, I turn on my heels and make my way back up the stairs as quickly as I can, pushing her door open without knocking. Her wide eyes fly to mine as I kick the door shut behind me.
“Jase?” She whispers my name in the same way the snow falls around us. Gentle and hopeful the fall won’t last for long.
She moves on the bed, making a spot for me easily enough although her eyes are still wide and searching for answers. She stays sitting up even though I climb in and lie down back where I was, pulling the covers over my clothes.
It’s too hot, but it’s better than taking the time to do something other than lie down with her.
Patting the bed, I tell her to lie down, noting how gruff my voice is. How raw.
“Are you angry?” she asks and I tell her I’ve always been.
Molding her small body to mine, she rests her hands on my chest, still wary, still exhausted. Still hoping for more. “I’m sorry,” she whispers and I tell her so am I.
Hope is a long way of saying goodbye. Even I know that.
Her hair tickles my nose when I kiss the crown of her head. The covers rustle as I move my arm around her, rubbing soothing circles on her back.
Time marches on and with it the memories of long ago play in my mind. Making me regretful. Making me question everything.
“Why did you come back?” she asks me before brushing her cheek against my chest and planting a small kiss in the dip just beneath my throat.
I confess a truth she could use against me. Even knowing that, still I admit, “I don’t want you to be alone either.”





JASE
The snow’s falling. It’s only a light dusting, but it decided to come right this moment, right as my brother leads his love across the cemetery.
One grave has been there for half her life. The one next to it has freshly upturned dirt. The snow covers each of the graves equally as Aria silently mourns, her body shaking slightly against Carter’s chest.
I spoke to her father only days before he met his death. A death he knew was coming. A death that always comes for men like us.
The powerful man asked me to find a way. Swallowing his pride when he thought his daughter was going to die because of him.
Talvery wasn’t ready to lose his daughter. She swears he was going to kill her.
That’s the irony in it all.
He was a bad man. And that’s the crux of the problem. She expected him to do bad things, even if she loved him in his last days, although I don’t believe she did love him anymore.
She swears he was going to shoot her, but there was only one gun cocked and it wasn’t her father’s. She heard it, she speaks of it, but she doesn’t realize what really happened and I don’t have the heart to tell her.
The man who pulled the trigger confessed to me. He said in the old man’s last breaths, he laid down his gun and said goodbye to his daughter. But she didn’t see, clinging to a man she loved and not to the man who gave up fighting to ensure she would be loved one more day.
That’s what this life brings. A twisted love of betrayal. A reality that is unjust and riddled with deceit.
Aria lays a single rose across her mother’s grave, but not her father’s, even though when he called me, he said he would give up everything right then and there, if I promised we’d keep her safe.
There was no negotiation we could offer.
Her father had to die. And Aria was never in harm’s way. The man had nothing to barter with, not when he knew we’d take it all. I never told Carter. And I never will. The perception that her father was a ruthless crime lord past his date of redemption is what makes it okay. It makes it righteous that she only lays a rose down for her mother, a woman who betrayed everyone to benefit herself.
Watching Carter hold her hand, kiss her hair and comfort her, only reminds me of what could have been. If the gun cocked had been Talvery’s and my brother was in that grave instead.
Bright lights reflect a section of falling snow. Headlights from a cop car pulling in across the parking lot I’m sitting in.
Gripping the steering wheel tighter, I take into account everyone here. It’s only me, still in the driver’s seat waiting for Carter to bring Aria back and the sole cop parking his vehicle across from mine.
Before Carter has a chance to look behind him, taking attention away from Aria, I message him. I’ve got it. Stay with her.
A second passes, and another before Carter looks down at the message, back at me, and then to the cop, who opens his door in that moment.
Officer Walsh.
The sound of his door closing echoes in the vacant air. It’s hollow and reflects its own surroundings.
As I open my car door, welcoming the cold air, breathing it in and letting it bite across my skin, I nod at Carter, who nods in return, holding Aria closer, but not making a move to leave.
The snow crunches beneath my shoes, soft and gentle as it falls. It vanishes beneath my footprints as I make my way around to the front of my car, leaning against it and waiting for him.
As I take in the officer, a crooked smile forms on my face. We’re wearing the same coat. A dark gray wool blend. “Nice coat, Officer Walsh,” I greet him and offer a hand. He’s hesitant to accept, but he does.
Meeting him toe to toe, eye to eye, his grip is strong.
“So you’ve heard of me?” he asks. I lick my lower lip, looking over my shoulder to check on Carter one more time before I answer him, “I heard someone was asking about me, someone who fit your description.”
“Funny,” he answers with a hint of humor in his voice, although his pale blue eyes are only assessing. “I heard the same about you.”
“That I was asking about you?” I ask with feigned shock as I bring my thumb up to point back at me. “I only asked who was asking about me and my club.”
“The Red Room.” The officer’s voice lowers and his gaze narrows as he speaks. He slips his hands into his coat pockets and I wait for more, simply nodding at his words.
Some cops are easy to pay off. They need money, they want power, or even just to feel like they’re high on life and fitting into a world they could only dream of running themselves.
I can spot them easily. The way they walk, talk—shit, even the clothes they wear on their time off. It’s all so fucking obvious. The only question that needs answering is: how much do I need to pay them until they’re in my back pocket?
Not Cody Walsh.
“What is it that you want, Officer?” I ask him and then add, “Anything I can help you with?”
“Anything you had in mind?” he asks in return, tilting his chin back and waiting.
The smirk on my face grows. “I don’t dislike having conversations with cops.” I follow his previous gaze just as he looks back at me and see Carter and Aria making their way back to the car that’s still running. “But I don’t really like to start a conversation either.”
He’s playing me. Thinking I’ll try to bribe him for nothing. What a fucking prick.
“Is that his wife?” he asks me, and I tell him the truth. “His fiancée.”
“Aria Talvery,” he comments.
“You know a lot of names for being new around here.”
“It’s my job,” he answers defensively.
“Is it?” I rock back on my shoes as I slip my hands into my pockets. My warm breath turns to fog in the air. “You know everyone’s name who you pull over then?” I ask him.
“Not unless their name is in the file of the case I’m working on.”
“A case?” I ask him as the cold air runs over my skin, seeping through my muscles and deep down into the marrow of my bones. I feel the shards of ice everywhere, but I don’t show it. “It’s the first time I’m hearing about a case.”
“A house burned down, killing over a dozen men, explosives.”
“Aria’s family home,” I remark, acknowledging him with a nod. “What a tragedy.”
“It was arson, and one of a string of violent crimes that leads back to you and your brothers.”
With the sound of the car door opening behind me, indicating Carter is helping Aria into the backseat, my patience is gone.
“If you have questions, you can ask my lawyer.”
“I don’t have any for you,” he tells me and I huff a humorless laugh before responding, “Then why come to pay this visit?”
“I wanted to see her reaction; if she was remorseful at all.”
“Aria?” The shock is apparent in my tone and my expression, because I didn’t hide it in the least. I shouldn’t be speaking her name. I shouldn’t even engage with this fucker. And that’s the only reason I’m silent when he adds, “Knowing she’s sleeping with her father’s killer…”
He shakes his head, although his eyes never leave mine.
“Is that all then?” I ask him.
A moment passes, and with it comes a gust of cold wind. Each day’s been more bitter than the last and with a snowstorm coming, the worst is yet to come.
“That’s all,” he says and then his eyes drift to my windshield before he adds, “And pay your parking tickets. Wouldn’t want that to be what gets you.”
All I give him is a short wave, right before snatching a small piece of paper off the windshield. It’s not a parking ticket, it’s a thick piece of yellow paper folded in half. It’s been here for a while, partially covered by the snow. And knowing that, I look back to see if Walsh is watching. His eyes are on Carter, not me. Thank fuck.
I don’t know who the fuck left it, but I’m not going to figure that out while under the watchful eyes of Officer Walsh.
Lacking any emotion at all, I bid the man farewell. “Have a good night, Officer.”
With my back to Walsh I share a glance with Carter, who’s waiting by the backseat door on the driver’s side, one hand on the handle, his other hand in his pocket.
“You too,” the officer calls out in the bitterly cold air, already making his way back to his car.
It’s silent when I close the door. Aria tries to speak, but I hear Carter shush her, telling her to wait for the officer to leave. Peeking at her in the rearview mirror, worry clouds her tired eyes.
“Everything’s fine,” Carter reassures her and she lays her cheek, bright red from the frigid air, onto his shoulder.
My gaze moves from the cop car, reversing out of the spot, to the note. The sound of the thick paper opening is all I pay attention to as Officer Walsh drives away, leaving us alone in the parking lot.
A sharp ringing in my ear accompanies my slow breaths and the freezing sensation that takes over when I glance at the note, a script font I recognize as Marcus’s.
How the fuck did he leave a note? And when? I read his message and then read it again. The psychopath speaks in riddles.

YOU TOOK MY PAWN. I have another.
The game hasn’t stopped. It’s only changed slightly.
Just remember, the king can only hope to be a pawn when his queen is gone.

EVERY HAIR on my body stands on end after reading the note, knowing he was here. How the fuck did I not see him?
“What’s wrong?” Carter asks me as I reach for my phone, needing to tell Seth and everyone else what happened and get security footage immediately.
But Seth’s already texted me.
And I sit there motionless in my seat, reading what he wrote as Carter bites out my name, demanding an answer I don’t have to give.

WE FOUND THE SISTER.
She’s alive.
Marcus has her.





BETHANY
I can’t stop reading. When I do, I have to face reality and I’m not ready to face the consequences of my decisions yet. I’d rather get lost in the pages.
Every time they kiss, I think of Jase Cross.
I think I love him.
I love my enemy.
Why couldn’t I be like the characters in this book? Why couldn’t I be like Emmy and fall for the boy who loves her just as much and the only thing they have keeping them apart, is whether or not they’re both still breathing?
Why did I have to fall for a villain? Maybe that’s what I deserve. Deep down inside though, I don’t think I even deserve him.
Books are a portal to another world, but they lead to other places too. To places deep inside you still filled with hope and a desperate need for love. Places where your loneliness doesn’t exist, because you know how it can be filled.
Jase isn’t a good man, but he’s not a bad one either. I refuse to believe it. He’s a damaged man with secrets I know are lurking beneath his charming facade, a man with a dark past that threatens to dictate who he will become.
And I think I love him.
I can’t bring myself to tell him that. I just had the chance a moment ago when he told me he wasn’t able to come tonight because he was with his brother and Carter needed him.
But he still asked if I needed anything. I could have told him I miss him. I could have messaged him more. Instead, I simply told him I would be ready for him when he wanted me.
The constant thumping in my chest gets harder and rises higher. I have to swallow it down just so I can breathe. This was never supposed to happen. How could I have fallen for a man like him?
I’m drowning in the abyss, and he’s the only one there to hold me. That’s how. I need to remember that.
He made it that way, didn’t he?
The sound of the radiator kicking on disrupts the quiet living room. I take the moment to have a sip of tea, careful not to disturb the open book in my lap. The warmth of the mug against my lips is nothing compared to Jase’s kiss.
With my eyes closed, I vow to think clearly, to step back and be smart about all of this. Even though deep inside, I know there is no way that means I could ever stay with Jase Cross, and the very thought destroys something deep inside of me. Splintering it and causing a pain that forces me to put the cup down and sink back into the sofa, covering myself with the blanket and staring at the black and white words on the page.
It all hurts when I think about leaving him.
That’s how I know I’ve fallen.

The Coverless Book
Eighth Chapter
Jake’s perspective

“KISS ME AGAIN?” Emmy’s voice is soft and delicate. It fits her, but she’s so much more.
“You like it when I kiss you?” I tease her and that bright pink blush rises up her cheeks.
“Shhh, she’ll hear us,” she says as her small hands press against my chest, pushing me to the side so she can glance past me and toward the hallway to the kitchen.
“Miss Caroline knows I kiss you.” I smile as I push some strands of hair behind her ear, but it falls slowly. It should be her mother who Emmy’s afraid will catch us. But her mother is never here.
“Maybe go check on her?” Emmy asks, scooting me off the chair. “See what she’s doing and if we have a little more time?”
It’s her elation that draws me to her. There are some people in this world who you love to see smile. It makes you warm inside and it feels like everything will be all right, if only they smile.
That’s all I can think as I round the corner to the kitchen. I’ve only been here to Emmy’s house twice, but I know the help’s kitchen is through one of these two doors. I’m right on the first guess and there’s Caroline, hovering over the large pot with a skinny bottle above it. Clear liquid is being poured into the steaming pot of soup.
Although I’d planned to offer to help, just so I can gauge how much time we have, my words are stolen.
The glass bottle she’s holding doesn’t look like it belongs in a kitchen. I feel a deep crease form between my furrowed brows and I stare for far too long as she pours more and more into the pot. She’s humming as she does. A sweet tune I’m sure would lull babies to their dreams.
Emmy has soup every night. Every night the caretaker makes her soup. And Emmy stays sick, every day.
“What did you put in there?” My question comes out hard and when Miss Caroline jumps, the liquid spills over the oven and the bottle crashes onto the floor with her startled cry.

I DEBATE on grabbing the notebook from the kitchen counter where I left it. Just so I can add to the collection of underlined sentences. I’m reading without really paying attention, just letting the time go by.
My gaze skims the page, finding four sentences underlined this time and none of the four hold any new meaning. One is the same as it’s been for a while now. I’m invincible.
If it weren’t for the distraction of this story, the suspense and the emotion, I’d feel hopeless. I’m hopeless when it comes to Jase.
If hope is a long way of saying goodbye, hopeless can only mean one of two things. As the thought plays in my mind, my thumb brushes along my bottom lip and I stare at the page.
And that’s when I see it. What I’ve been waiting for. What I was so sure was here.
A chill spreads across my skin as the mug slips from my hand, dropping to the floor, crashing into pieces. If the letters weren’t staring right at me, I never would have seen them.
It’s not the underlined sentences. It’s the lines below them. The first letters of the sentences beneath the pen marks. C. R. O. S. S. She buried the message so deep, I didn’t see it before.
At first it hits me she left me a message, and there’s hope. And then I read the word again.
C. R. O. S. S.
“No.” The word is whispered from me, but not with conscious consent. My head shakes and my fingers tremble as I stare at the evidence.
C. R. O. S. S.
She did leave a note. My blood turns to ice at the thought. Jenny left me a message in this book, and it has to do with the Cross brothers.
“No.” I repeat the word as I lay the book down, although not gently, but forcefully, as if it will bite me if I hold it any longer. I nearly trip over the throw blanket in my rush to get off the sofa.
Thump, thump, thump. Ever present and ever painful, my bastard heart races inside of me.
My limbs are wobbly as I rush to the kitchen, searching for the notebook. I need to write it down. “Write it all down,” I speak in hushed and rushed words as I pull open one drawer in the kitchen, jostling the pens, a pair of scissors, and papers and everything else in the junk drawer. It slams shut as I bring the notebook to my chest, ready to face the book. To face the message Jenny left me.
Knowing she wrote something about the Cross brothers.
Knowing Jase Cross lied to me.
They had something to do with her murder. Maybe even him.
Tears leak from my eyes as I stumble in the kitchen.
“No,” I whisper, and force myself to stand. It will say something else. I tell myself it will, and the sinful whisper in my head reminds me, Hope is a long way of saying goodbye.
Swallowing down my heart and nerves, I push myself to stand, only to hear a creak.
Thump, goes my heart, and this time the beat comes with fear.
I couldn’t have heard that right. No one is coming. No one is here, I tell myself, even though my blood still rushes inside of me, begging me to run, warning me that something’s wrong, that someone’s here who isn’t supposed to be.
I keep silent and hear the sound of my front door.
Thump. Terror betrays my instincts. Stealing my breath and making me lightheaded.
The foyer floor creaks again and the front door closes, softly. A gentle push. A quiet one meant not to disturb.
The creaking moves closer and I listen to it with only the harsh sound of my subdued breath competing with it.
And I’m too afraid to even whisper, “Who’s there?”





A SINGLE KISS
“Grief does not change you, Hazel. It reveals you.”
― John Green, The Fault in Our Stars

Book 2
From USA Today best-selling author W Winters comes a gripping, heart-wrenching tale of romantic suspense that will keep you on the edge of your seat. 

I should feel shame for not wanting this to end, but he doesn’t want it to end either. 
When the darkness sets in with the flames all flickered out, and the loud click of the locks signal it’s over, that’s when reality comes flooding back. 
The war. The drugs. All of the lies that weave a tangled web for me to get lost in. 
I don’t want any of it. 
I only want him. Jase Cross. My enemy. And yet, the only person I trust. 
With broad shoulders and a smoldering look in his dark eyes, Jase is a man born to be powerful. 
I shouldn’t give him more power than he already has…
Jase Cross will be my downfall.





PROLOGUE
Jase

It’s odd the things you remember in the midst of fear. Fourteen years later, and I still recall the cracks in the cement; the sidewalks were littered with them. This particular one though… I remember it in vivid detail, probably because of what happened immediately after.
Against the old brick building of the corner store, a green vine had found its way through the broken cement and climbed up the wall. I remember thinking it had no business being there. The crack belonged, but the new life that had sprouted up and borne what looked like a closed flower wasn’t supposed to be there. Nothing beautiful belonged on that street.
The dim streetlight revealed how lively it was, even that late at night. With shades of green on the perfect vine and its single leaf with the bud of a flower just waiting to bloom, it made me pause. And in that moment, I hated that it was there.
I was almost eleven and maybe that childishness is why I scraped my shoe against the leaf and stem, ripping and tearing them until the green seemed to bleed against the rough and faded red bricks. I know I wasn’t quite eleven, because Mama died right before my birthday that year. It was her medicine that almost fell out of the overfilled paper bag I was gripping so tight as I continued to kick at the wall before feeling all the anger and hate well up and form tears in my eyes.
Life wasn’t fair. Back then I was just learning that truth, or at least I’d felt it somewhere deep in my bones, although I hadn’t yet said it out loud.
Mama was getting sicker. Dad’s condition was getting worse too, although he couldn’t use cancer as an excuse. Thinking about the two of them, I continued to kick the wall even though my sneakers were too thin and it hurt to do so. The bottles the clerk had given me to give my dad clinked against one another in the bag, egging me on to keep kicking until I felt a pain that I’d given myself. A pain I deserved.
All the while, the bottles clinked.
That’s what I had gone out to get, even as my stomach rumbled. I had enough money left over to get something to eat, but Dad always demanded the receipt. If he saw that I spent his change, I knew it’d be bad. I knew better than to take his money. Times were hard and I would eat what I was given to eat and do what I was told to do.
I picked up the medicine and beer for my folks on the way home from dropping off something at a classmate’s house on the other side of town. Maybe a book I’d borrowed. Those details are fuzzy over a decade later. I didn’t have many friends but a couple of students pitied me. I was the smallest one in the class and we couldn’t buy everything I needed for school. The other kids didn’t mind letting me borrow their things every once in a while. I never asked the same person in the same week and I always gave stuff back promptly. Mama always smiled when I told her I’d just gotten home from giving things back to my friends. I told her they were my friends, but I knew better. She didn’t though.
I’m not sure what I’d returned that night or to who. Only that I had to go by the corner store on the way home.
None of that mattered enough to remember, but the damn flower I’d killed, I remember that.
It was the shame of nearly crying that made me take that detour, right at the damaged sidewalk that was free of what wasn’t supposed to be there anymore. I cried a lot and that’s why everyone looked at me the way they did. The teachers, the other kids, the clerk at the corner store. They always got a certain look on their faces when they saw the dirty, skinny kid whose mother was dying.
They didn’t look at my older brothers that way. They were trouble and I was just… not enough of anything other than a kid to feel sorry for.
I stalked down the alley to hide my face in the darkness, only to meet a man I thought was a figment of everyone’s imagination.
He was like the boogeyman or Santa Claus; all myths I didn’t believe in.
A lot of people called him the Grim Reaper, but I knew his name was Marcus. It’s what my brothers called him. I thought they were messing with me when they’d told me stories about him, right up until I looked into Carter’s eyes and he shook my shoulders because I wouldn’t listen.
Don’t ask for Marcus, don’t talk about him. If you hear his name, run the other way. Stay the fuck away from Marcus.
Swallowing thickly, I remember the harsh look of fear that Carter never allowed to cloud his expression and his tone that chilled my spine.
The second I lifted up my head about halfway down that alley, staring at where I’d heard a soft cough in the darkness, in that moment, I knew it was him.
I thought I knew fear before that night. But no monster I’d conjured under the bed ever made my body react like it did when I saw his dark eyes focused on me. His breath fogged in front of him and that was all I could see as my grip involuntarily tightened on the paper bag. It was late, dark and cold. From the icy chill on my skin, down to my blood and even deeper to the core of what makes a person who they are, suddenly it was freezing.
So I stood motionless, paralyzed in place and unable to run even though every instinct inside of me was screaming for me to do so.
I remember how gracefully he jumped down from his perch atop a stack of crates, still hidden in the darkness. The dull thump of his shoes hitting the asphalt made my heart lurch inside of my chest.
“What do you want?” I braved the words without conscious consent. As bitterly cold as I’d been seconds ago, sweat began to bead on my skin. Sweat that burned hotter than I’d ever felt, knowing I dared to speak to a man who would surely kill me before answering my question.
A flash of bright white emerged in the blackness as he bared a sick grin. I could feel my eyes squint as I searched desperately for his face. I wanted to at least see him, see the man who’d kill me. I’d heard the worst thing you could see before you die was the face of the person who ends your life. But growing up here, I knew it wasn’t true. The worst thing you could see were the people all around you who could help, but instead chose to do nothing and continue walking on by.
The streets were quiet behind me, and somewhere deep inside, I was grateful for that. At least if I begged for help, no one would be there to deny me a chance to be saved. It would end and there would be no hope. Having no hope somehow made it better.
“Your brother has an interesting choice of friends.”
Again my heart spasmed, pumping hard and violently.
My brother.
I was going to lose my mother; I knew I would soon. She was holding on as hard as she could, but she’d told me to be strong when the time came and that was a damn hard pill to swallow. I’d already lost what semblance of a father I had.
My brothers…. they were all I had left. I suppose life is meant to be suffered through loss after loss. That would explain why the Grim Reaper showed up, whispering about my brother.
I don’t know how I managed to answer him, the man who stayed in the shadows, but I questioned, “Which brother?”
He laughed. It echoed in the narrow alley, a dark and gruff chuckle.
For years that followed, every time I heard footsteps behind me or thought I saw a figure in the night, I heard that laugh in the depths of my mind. Taunting me.
I heard it again when my mother died, loud and clear as if he was there in that empty kitchen. It was present at her grave, when I saw my closest brother dead in the street, when my father was murdered and I went to identify his body—even when I first killed a man out of vengeance when I was nineteen years old.
That demeaning laugh would haunt me because I knew he was watching. He was watching me die slowly in this wretched world and yet, he did nothing.
“Carter,” he finally answered me. “He’s making friends he shouldn’t.”
“How would you know?” I asked without hesitating, even though inside I felt like a twisted rag, devoid of air and feeling.
“I know everything, Jase Cross,” he told me, moving closer to me even as I stepped back. The step was quick, too quick and the one free hand I had crashed behind me against the rough brick wall from the liquor shop. It left a small and inconsequential gash just below my middle knuckle. Eventually the gash became a scar, forming a physical memory of Marcus’s warning that night. His laugh stayed in my mind after that night, and like my scar, served as a permanent reminder of him over the years.
He neared the dim strip of light from the full moon overhead, the bit that leaked into the alley, but still he didn’t show himself.
I nearly dropped the bag in my grasp when he came even closer and I had nowhere to go.
“I have a message for you to deliver to him,” he told me. “If he ever goes against me, your entire family will suffer the consequences.”
“Carter?” I breathed his name, shaking my head out of instinct from knowing Carter hadn’t done anything. “He doesn’t know anyone. You have the wrong person.”
All he did was laugh again, the same sick sound coming up from the pit of his stomach. I repeated in the breath of a whisper, “Carter hasn’t done anything.”
“Not yet, but he will.” The words were spoken with such confidence from the darkness. “And I’ll be watching.”
He left me standing there, on the verge of trembling as he walked away. The pounding in my chest was louder than his quiet footsteps although I didn’t dare breathe.

THAT WAS the first night I met the man I would now call my enemy. Whatever fear I had for him as a child has turned to resentment and spite.
That’s all he is. He’s only a man. A man with no face, a hefty bag of threats and a penchant for eliciting fear in all who dare to walk the streets he claims as his own.
These aren’t his streets. He has no right to them, but I do.
He treats this world like a game; the lives and deaths of those around us are only pieces on a board to be lost or taken, used however he’d like.
But the mistake he made is simple: He dared to meddle and bring Bethany into this game.
She’s mine. Only mine.
Not a pawn for him to play with.
It’s time for Marcus’s game to end.





BETHANY
F uck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
A numb prickle of fear races up and down my body like a thousand needles keeping me still. All the while, my heart’s the only thing that’s moving. It’s frantic and unyielding as it thrashes inside of me.
The floorboards creak again as someone moves toward the stairs while I keep my feet firmly planted in the kitchen. Someone. Who? I don’t know.
No one has ever walked into my home unannounced and I know it’s not Laura; I know it’s not Jase. Just thinking his name sends another chill down my spine. The fear, the regret, the unknown from what I just read in The Coverless Book are all things I can’t dwell on right now. Blinking furiously, I shut the wayward trail of thoughts down.
No, it’s not Jase.
It’s someone else, someone with bad intentions. Deep down, I can feel it.
If I'd just been back in the living room when the door opened, back there where I was a moment ago, reading The Coverless Book and using this notebook to jot down the underlined words… if I'd been there, whoever just opened the door would have seen me instantly. If I'd left the notebook in the living room, and not in the drawer in the kitchen, whoever it was, would have seen me. I wouldn't have had a chance to run.
Fate spared me, but for how long?
My fingers tremble as I silently set the notebook down on the counter, devising a plan.
Get my phone. Run the hell out of here. Call the cops.
It’s as simple as that. If I can’t get the phone, just run.
Whoever it is, they’re heading upstairs and once I hear the creaking from the floorboards move from the stairs to one of the bedrooms, I’ll move as quickly and quietly as possible. I can barely keep it together while I’m waiting, listening, and feeling the numbing fear flowing over my skin.
Hot and cold sensations overwhelm my body at once and I don’t know how I’m even capable of breathing with how tight and raw and dry my throat is. All I know is that I can’t fail. I can’t let him know where I am.
My movements are measured as I release the notebook. The second I do, I hear another person open my front door. Thump, thump, thump. My heartbeat is louder than anything else. Another person’s here. I’m not in control as I instinctively back away from the threshold of the kitchen, closer toward the back of the house.
One person and then another.
Thump, thump, thump.
Abandoning all reason, I turn my back to where they are, ready to hide somewhere as quickly as possible. Somewhere. Where? Where can I hide? My head whirls with panic. I need to hide.
My body freezes when I hear my phone go off. It’s still where I left it in the next room over, the living room. Footsteps come closer, closer to me, closer to the threshold of the kitchen where they can see me. No, fuck, please no. Inwardly I beg; I plead.
I’m trapped in the narrow kitchen with three people sneaking into my home. I can’t die here. Not like this. Not after everything that’s happened. It would be more than cruel to make me suffer in the last weeks of my life, like this.
I know if whoever it is stops at the coffee table where my phone is, he won’t be able to see into the galley kitchen, but that won’t stop him from moving on once he picks up my cell. Even more, he’ll know for certain I’m here. I wouldn’t leave without my phone, so they’ll know. Fuck!
Thump, thump, thump. I wish I could quiet the pulse that’s banging in my ears faster by the second.
Forcing myself to calm down and think as I hear a murmur from only ten… maybe twelve feet away in the other room, I focus on anywhere I could conceal myself. The pantry is the obvious solution, but it’s so full, there’s no way. Plus the shelves come out too far.
With numb fingers, I pry open the cabinet door for the recycling. The bin is still outside where I left it for pickup yesterday. It’ll be cramped, but I think I can squeeze myself into the small space. I don’t know the chances they’d open every cabinet of the kitchen, but I don’t have anywhere else to hide.
My feet are heavy and my limbs rigid. I’m not as quiet as I wish I was. But I’m quick. I’m damn quick as I cram myself inside of the cabinet, the faint scent of spilled wine that’s leaked from empty bottles hitting me at full force, along with other less than desirable odors.
I couldn’t give two shits about what it smells like. All I care about is if they heard. Please, please. The telltale sound of shoes on the tile lets me know someone’s here.
The weight of the steps is heavy; they have to be from a man. Both hands cover my mouth out of an instinct to be quiet, just as my eyes slam shut tight and refuse to look. I pray he didn’t hear. If he heard the sound of a cabinet… fuck. Please, no.
I swear whoever it is can hear my ragged breaths and the ringing in my ears that’s so fucking loud I can barely hear them walk into the kitchen. Them. Multiple footsteps.
Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.
I can’t think about it. I can’t be here right now. Not my mind. The stress and fear wrap around my body like barbed wire, tightening by the second and forcing me to fight it, to move, to react. I can’t be here. This can’t be happening.
Go somewhere else. My own words, words I’ve told patients many times slip into my consciousness. Go somewhere else.
“Have you ever thought about what it would be like to be pregnant?” my mother asks me with a devious grin. Her knee rocks back and forth as she sits in the chair, playing with her long hair that’s draped over one shoulder. “Like, to be Talia right now? Could you imagine?”
I was hoping she’d remember today, but at least she’s talking. That’s good, I tell myself. It’s good that she’s happy today, in whatever time she’s living in, it was a happy one for her.
“Who’s Talia?” I ask her, feigning the curiosity I think she’d expect from whoever it is she thinks she’s talking to. It’s never me. She never knows it’s me.
“You know, the blonde in Mr. Spears’s class. She’s almost six months along now,” my mother says, enjoying the gossip.
“Mr. Spears?”
“Tenth grade English. The really tall one and kind of young? I think he’s hot.”
My mother’s comment makes me smile. I wish I were back in high school. She didn’t have Alzheimer’s then.
“So have you thought about it?” she questions again and I shake my head honestly.
“I can’t imagine having kids right now.”
“I can. I want a boy. A boy with James Peters’s eyes and smile.”
“James Peters.” I repeat the boy’s name and set two cups of water down on the end table.
“One day I’m going to ask him out.”
“What if you have a girl?” I ask her.
“Oh no,” she says and shakes her head. “Girls are too much trouble.” I have to remind myself that she’s only a teenager today. I’m sure all teenagers think that. They have perceptions before having kids.
I remind myself of it but still, I have to get up and get away. Just for a minute.
“Where are you going? Is class starting soon? I thought we had another half hour of lunch?”
“We do,” I answer her, forcing a smile. “I just have to do something.”
“You forgot your books, didn’t you, Maggie?” She taunts me. “You’re so forgetful.”
I can feel it when I hit my breaking point. It’s not getting easier like I thought it would.
Resting against the wall in the kitchen, all I can do is breathe. All I can do is hide from my mother and hide from the truth.
“Does Mom remember?” Jenny’s question comes from the threshold of the kitchen. She leans against it with a mug in her hand although I can smell the whiskey from here. I’m not sure if it’s in her mug or just a leftover stench from wherever she was last night.
“No,” I answer her.
She takes a sip in response and with it, I’m given an answer to my own unspoken question. It’s nine in the morning and the whiskey is in the cup she’s currently clinging to.
“She’s talking about having kids right now. Back in high school.”
“Kids,” my sister repeats, rolling her eyes and taking another sip.
“Yeah, she said she wants daughters.” I don’t know why the lie slipped out. I think I just wanted to comfort my sister.
My sister throws the mug back, downing its contents before tossing it into the sink.
“Really? She told me the other day she’d hate to have daughters.”
A bang close by brings me back to now. Back to the present. Away from my sister and away from my mother.
My eyes open unhurriedly, not wanting to see but forcing myself to take in anything I can in the dark space. Tremors run through my legs and up my spine to my shoulders, leaving goosebumps in their wake. With a single unsteady exhale, I stare through the bright slit in the cabinet door as faded, broken-in blue jeans show themselves. I can see the seams and the stitching even. He’s that close to me. Just behind the door. I nearly whimper when the creak of the pantry closet proves he’s searching for me.
He heard me moving around in the kitchen. I feel lightheaded for a moment, maybe from fear, maybe from holding my breath.
A buzzing from the other room makes him turn on his heels and I watch all the while with both hands over my mouth, my palms sweaty and clammy. He stands still as the other person walks out of the kitchen. They’re louder now, reckless and bold as they open doors and search for something or someone.
It doesn’t have to be me. Please, don’t let what they’re looking for be me. Be looking for something Jenny left here. Please, for the love of God, be that. Find it. Find it and get out.
The thoughts don’t go unanswered. Fate lets me know the worst-case scenario is in fact my reality.
“Her car is still in the driveway. You think she heard us and ran?” A muted voice I don’t recognize is coming from the living room. Another voice, one from farther away, maybe in the foyer answers, “Nah, she has to be here still. She wouldn’t leave her phone.”
The man just beyond the cabinet door walks away swiftly and moves toward the voice – that’s when I catch a glimpse of the red stripes on his white sneakers. A single horizontal stripe runs along the length of each shoe midway up the side. White shoes with red stripes. I can hear him smack the man after a gruff response from his throat and then it’s quiet again.
The man who was so close to me knows better than to talk and give away their thoughts.
Thump, thump, thump. They don’t say another word as I inhale the musty smells from the cabinetry, willing my body to obey me and not betray my position.
Every time a loud bang or the crash of something being overturned startles me, my shoulders push harder against the rough wood behind my back and I bite down on the inside of my cheek to silence the instinctive scream.
My nails dig deeper into my skin on my thighs as the bangs get closer and louder. It’s obvious they’re trashing the place. All the while, I pray. Please don’t find me. Please leave.
For a moment, I think they might.
The recognizable noise of the front door opening is suddenly clear. As are the sounds of them leaving, one by one, but I don’t believe they’re truly gone. It’s too obvious. It’s a trick and a trap; one I won’t be caught in. Time passes, each second seeming longer and longer, gauged by the steady ticking of the clock above the kitchen sink.
All I can think about is every time a girl is in the middle of the woods running from someone in the movies. She hides behind a tree or bush – something that offers her a hidden spot – and she waits until she thinks they’ve run by and can’t hear them anymore. She thinks they’ve moved on, as if they’ve kept running through the tall trees and didn’t see her. She doesn’t hear them, so she takes off.
That’s when they catch her. They know she’s hiding and they’re just waiting until she comes out to snatch her up.
Not me. They won’t catch me that way. For the first time since I heard someone come in, strength and conviction outweigh the fear. I’ll stay here until I know for certain it’s safe.
I don’t know what these men wanted with me, but I know they were looking for me and that’s all the reason I need to stay right where I fucking am.
My body stays tense for I don’t even know how long. It feels like maybe ten minutes. Only ten minutes or so, maybe twenty? I can’t track the sound of the clock; it’s going too fast and then too slow and then it blurs together and I can’t focus on it. It feels hotter and hotter in this small space, but I don’t waver. Never daring to move. Not even after it’s silent. With stiff legs and an aching back, I finally lower my hands and that’s when I realize how my neck is bent. It hurts; everything hurts from being shoved in this small space and hunched over, crouched down. My ankle dares to stretch forward, causing my toes to brush against the cabinet door.
Did they really leave?
Not a sound is heard when the cabinet pushes open, ever so slightly. I didn’t do it on purpose, I just needed to move.
Nothing happens. There’s no sign they’re still here and I could see myself sneaking out slowly, risking a look.
I still don’t trust it though. What happens if they’re right outside and they see through the windows that I’m here? A black vision passes before my eyes and my head falls back, feeling the anxiety rush through me.
Staying as still and as silent as I can be, I wait, praying for a sign that I’m safe.
All I’m given is silence. God didn’t answer my prayers for my sister. Why would he answer me now?
For the longest time, there’s nothing but silence. The tick of the clock goes on and on, and I endure it. Not daring to move.
And then everything happens all at once.
The slam of the front door, and then the back door to the garage. My hands whip up to my mouth to cover the silent scream as my entire body tenses and my skin scrapes against the wooden walls of my hiding spot.
The crash of glass breaking, I think a window in the back room, makes my shoulders hunch and I wish I could hide even further back. All of it is followed by the sound of tires squealing from outside my house. At least two cars. At least three men. And one with a pair of white shoes with red stripes.
I don’t think I inhale the entire time. It doesn’t seem like they came back in. They merely broke something from the outside. Did they throw something inside the house? A bomb? That’s the first place my head goes. They threw a bomb in here and I’m going to die anyway. Still, I can’t move and nothing happens.
There’s no noise, no explosion. Just silence again.
Possibilities run furiously through my mind as I try to calm down. The back of my head rests against the wood as my thoughts turn dark. I think about how desperate I was to move, and how they were right there waiting. How close I was to playing into their trap.
I don’t have long to drown in gratitude and the horror of what could have been. Maybe five or ten minutes go by before I hear another car. That’s all the time that passes from the squeal of one set of tires leaving and then the shriek of another set slamming to a halt in front of my house.
I nearly upheave at the prospect of what they came back to do.
The front door opens, loud with intention, banging off the wall. Then I faintly hear a gun cock, followed by his voice.
Jase.
“Bethany!” Although he screams my name with a demand, his cadence is laced with panic. “Bethany, where are you?” he calls out as I hear the crunch of glass beneath his feet. “Fuck! Bethany!” He screams my name louder and still I don’t move.
There’s a moment where I feel relief. Where I want to run to him and get out of here, climbing into his arms and begging him to take me away from here and spilling everything.
But then I remember. The black words on cream paper with the blue underlined ink left from Jenny. All I can think about is how CROSS was in The Coverless Book. A hidden message from my sister.
The unknowing fear is crippling and the pain in my chest makes me grip my shirt, right where it’s hurting.
I hear the faint sound of a phone dialing – muted and barely heard, followed by my cell vibrating on the coffee table. They left it?
“Fuck!” Jase screams and then hurls something across my living room that makes my entire body jostle.
My thoughts scramble, my emotions stay at war with one another, but one thing is for certain: He’ll protect me. The selfish thought forces me to lurch from where I am.
I push the cabinet door open, the creaking a companion to the aching pain of my muscles screaming from being cramped up for so long. “Jase.” I try to call out his name, but it comes out jagged and hoarse from my dry throat. I fall on my ass and right thigh as I make my way out of the cabinet, wincing from a cramp sending a sharp pain shooting up my side just as Jase sees me.
“Bethany,” he says, and my name is wretched on his lips. Slipping out with relief and his own fears ringing through.
I’m stiff as he drops to his knees beside me, pulling me into his hard chest. Both of his arms wrap around me and he tucks my head under his chin, rocking me and kissing my hair. I can’t focus on him though; my body is screaming in pain. I just want to breathe and stand up. Why do I hurt so much? I don’t know what to think or what to say or what to do. It’s all too much. I’m breaking down.
All I can focus on is keeping my eyes open and staying aware. He’s still shushing me when I finally push a logical thought out.
“Let me go,” I tell him, my words rushed. I have to clear my throat, but that just makes it more hoarse. My body’s still stiff and it’s then that Jase seems to notice I’m not quivering in his arms and begging for him to save me. Maybe that’s what I should have done, but I’ve always been a bad liar. “I need to move; let me go.”
The change in Jase’s demeanor is immediate and palpable. His grip moves to my upper arms, his fingers digging into my flesh and nearly hurting me.
“What happened? Are you okay?” he questions and the hardness in his words echoes the look in his gaze. Piercing me, demanding information. He doesn’t let go. There’s no sympathy from him, and for the first time, I see the man he really is. The man who rules with fear and unrelenting force.
I try to answer him, but my throat is so dry I could choke on the words. With a heavy breath out, I feel faint, staring into his eyes. I watch as his stern expression changes slowly. Before, I felt like I’d been given a glimpse, but thought I’d imagined it. This time I know I saw it.
“Why didn’t you answer me?” The words of his question waver. The guilt and betrayal flicker on each syllable and make my chest feel hollow and vacant. I’m pinned by his gaze and the nausea comes back full force.
A dry heave breaks the tension, forcing Jase to lift me to my feet and bring me to the sink. Pushing him away with one shaking hand, I turn the faucet on, my fingers slipping around the knob at first, unable to grip it tight enough. The cold water is more than a relief against my face, dripping down my neck and throat, even though it soaks into my sweater. And then drinking it from my cupped hands. I hear Jase go through a cabinet to my upper left and then he pushes a glass toward me for me to take.
One breath. And another. One breath. And another. The water swirls around the drain and I focus on two things.
 
	I’m alive.
	Jase doesn’t know about the message in the book.

It’s hard to remember where we were before I read those lines. It’s always hard going back.
The knob protests with a squeaking sound as I turn it off, still not daring to look Jase in the eyes. Leaning my hip against the countertop to stay upright, I force myself to calm down. Still feeling dizzy and as if I don’t have a grasp on anything at all, bringing my arms up to cross in front of me, I spit it out, one line at a time.
“At first one man… or woman,” I breathe the words out. “I didn’t know who it was but…” I trail off slowly, because that’s when I remember Jase said he wasn’t coming over tonight. I knew it wasn’t him because he’d told me he wasn’t coming.
“Why are you here?” I ask him and stare into his dark eyes as I feel how heavy my own are.
“Things changed and I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Every word is spoken with a sense of calm but also forcefully. His hand on my upper arm steals my attention. Though gentle, it’s demanding just the same. It strikes me that “gentle but demanding” is exactly how I’d describe this man. The knowledge makes something in the pit of my stomach flicker to life, a dull burn.
“One man came? One man did all of this?” he questions.
One breath, one beat of my heart and I move my gaze to his. “I was in the kitchen and heard someone come in. Whoever it was went upstairs and before I could do anything, two more people came in and I hid.”
It sounds so simple when I say it like that. Only two sentences to describe the last half hour? Or maybe an hour? I peek at the oven and then swallow thickly at the red digital numbers staring back at me. Over an hour and a half. Sucking in a hesitant breath and closing my eyes, I tell him just that. “I hid for an hour and a half and they just left.”
My eyes are still closed when he asks, “They just left? How long ago?”
The irritation that flows from my words is unjustified, but it’s there nonetheless. “Yes, that’s what I just said. They just left.” My voice cracks as I raise it and pull the hair away from my hot face. “Minutes ago. They could come back.” I lie and say, “That’s why I couldn’t answer you when you first came in. I wasn’t sure if they were really gone yet.”
He sees right through my lie; I can tell with the hint of a tilt of his head.
The realization leaves me just as it comes. Jase is here. Relief is hesitant to console me when he says, “No one’s going to hurt you,” instead of calling me out on the lie.
“You sound so sure of that,” I speak just under my breath and finally look into his eyes. Into the eyes of a man I was falling for. A man I trusted and slept with. A man who makes me question everything now.
I have to break his gaze and let out an uneasy breath as I stare past him and see the destruction. “Oh my God.” The words fall from my lips. “What the hell did they do?”
He follows me silently as I walk without thinking into the living room. The sofa is moved away from the wall, the cushions scattered on the floor. Maybe they did that when they were searching for me, but the lamp is busted, the light bulb shattered on the floor where it fell, the coffee table is overturned and that’s when I realize the book is gone.
The Coverless Book. Disbelief runs through me in a wave as I fall to the floor searching for it, but knowing it’s not here.
These were my mother’s things and the first pieces of furniture I bought on my own. Pieces I picked out with my sister. Each and every thing in this house comes with a memory. They violated it. I’ve never felt like this before.
“A robbery,” Jase says behind me and I shake my head. Denying the lie he speaks.
“They wanted it to look like that.” I’m barely conscious of my response as I take in the place. “That’s why they did it,” I add as the thought hits me and I stand up, looking toward the door. “They broke the window after they left to make it look like a robbery. Like they broke the glass to unlock the door.”
I feel sickened more than angered.
Pushing the hair out of my face, I try to think about what they could have been after, but it’s obvious. “They came here for me, but they thought I ran, so they made it look like a break-in.” I whip around to face Jase and tell him, “They knew I was here… or maybe they thought I took off. So they staged it…” My gaze falls as I swallow the lump in my throat. “They thought I took off when I heard them so they staged it as a robbery.”
“It’s a setup,” Jase agrees, searching through things and telling me Seth is nearby watching the entrance to the neighborhood and that everything’s okay now. He promises me he’ll fix it, he says he’ll find whoever it was and make them pay. He tells me he’s happy I’m okay and tries to comfort me with his touch, but I pull away. I don’t listen to his promises. I’m not in the habit of relying on promises. The seconds pass as I give myself a moment to actually process what happened.
It makes sense. All of it makes sense.
But why take the book? Every hair on the back of my neck stands up when the question echoes in my head.
My phone’s on the floor, as is a stack of envelopes from the pile of opened mail, but the mail itself, is missing. They were only bills, nothing of importance. But my laptop is gone too. Fuck! I need that for work. As I halfheartedly lean forward searching through my things, I take everything into account, but the one thing that matters… It really isn’t here.
“The book.” I can’t help but to say it out loud and when I do, my lips feel chapped and the sentence comes out raw. “They took it?” Denial is apparent. “Why take the book?” I shove everything out of the way, searching all over the living room until I get to the hallway only to see it’s trashed too. My mother’s vase sits perfectly where it is, thank God, but the light in the hall is broken. All the lights are broken.
They upturned the furniture, then busted the lights and stole meaningless items with no worth. Meaningless to them, but to me… “I want my book back.” I’m surprised that after all this time, the back of my eyes prick and my hands ball into fists at the thought of someone coming in here and taking The Coverless Book.
I don’t even realize I’m shaking until Jase holds me from behind, pulling me into his chest. And again, I’m stiff.
His embrace is calming and masculine, wrapped in warmth. It’s designed to comfort, just like the small kiss he plants on my neck. But I can’t relax. I can’t.
“Why did they do this?” My question turns to broken pieces of whispered syllables in the air.
“Stay with me. I’ll make sure we find them and get your book back.” His soothing words do nothing to change what’s happened and where my mind leads me.
None of this would have happened if Jenny hadn’t died; if she hadn’t gotten herself into this mess. It always leads back to Jenny and with her name on the tip of my tongue, tears threaten again to fall.
All the calm words and pretty promises couldn’t keep the tremors at bay.
“I want to know who they were. They knew what they were doing. It’s the men who murdered Jenny. That’s why they took the book.”
Every memory of my sister always brings out the worst in me.
Angry tears form but don’t fall as I take in a heavy breath and shove Jase away. I’m good at doing that. At shoving people away.
Those bastards came here. They took her book from me, the last thing she left me and the only thing that had a message from her. The only key I had to finding out what happened to her.
“Call the cops,” I demand, wiping at my eyes with the sleeve of my sweater. The words scratch my throat on their way out.
“No.” He answers hard.
“Call them!” I screech, shoving my fists into Jase’s chest to get him away from me. Anger is nothing compared to what I feel. He grabs my wrists quicker than I can register, forcing me to stare up at him. He can stare all he wants; he can try to hold me, try to bend me to his will, nothing will get through to me. Once he learns that, he’ll leave.
It’s only when I look into his eyes in this foyer, with this fear and the memories of Jenny that I realize it’s just as it was a week and a half ago when he first knocked on my door. Nothing has changed.
“Just go,” I seethe.
“Calm down.” He grits the words through his teeth, the irritation barely contained in his voice.
“I’m calling the cops.” I stare into his eyes as I speak.
“No, you’re not. You’re going to come with me. You’re going to wait while I find the men who did this and make this right.” Every word from his mouth is a demand. They strike me and dare me not to obey.
Ripping my hands away from him, I step back and then step back again. My teeth grind so hard against one another they could crack.
Jase knows better than to approach me as I reach for my shoes and then gather my phone without a word spoken. He thinks I’m obeying him. Going along with what he says and listening like a good girl.
Never in my life has someone bossed me around and told me what to do. Not until Jenny went away and Jase came storming into my life. The bitter acknowledgement stays with me as I prepare to get the hell away from here.
He walks around my place as I silently put on my shoes and grab my coat, my car keys still in the right pocket. Beneath the heavy fabric is my purse, the wallet still there.
And the knowledge is a smack in the face.
They had to know it would be obvious that it wasn’t a robbery. Maybe they were counting on me not calling the police. Maybe they know about Jase. They thought I’d run to him?
A chill flows down my spine as I stare up at the man I’ve been sleeping with, the man I thought I was falling for. He nods toward the door, telling me he has to make a call before we leave.
I don’t answer him, not trusting myself to speak.
Instead, while he’s on the phone on the porch I walk right past his car and get into my own, speeding off quickly enough so that all he can do is run into the street as I stare into my rearview mirror watching him.
The deafening silence is my only companion as I run away from it all, toward God knows where. I have no idea where I’m going or how I’ll find a way out of this mess. The second I get around the corner, panic takes over. Realizing this is my life; this is what my life has become.
The tires screech as I yank the wheel to the left and turn into the neighbor’s long drive. Slamming on the brakes and parking, I turn off the car, feeling a sickness churn in my gut.
I did what she used to do to me.
This is what Jenny used to do when she’d leave in an angry fit. We’d get into fights about her new friends and new habits. She’d threaten to leave and I’d threaten to follow. She thought I didn’t know that she would just pull in here until things calmed down and then she’d drive home. She’d drive away, just to hide down the street, all alone crying in her car. The house itself is empty. The owner lives in a retirement home and his kids aren’t willing to sell it yet.
I knew. I knew exactly what Jenny was doing. Not the first time, but the time after, she was too slow and I saw. I’d drive past every time though and park a few streets down and then walk back up here, watching her cry in the driver’s seat. At least she was safe.
That’s all I ever wanted.
Safe is what matters.
That’s what I told myself back then. As I see Jase speed down the road behind me, not glancing my way at all, that’s what I tell myself now. I need to keep myself safe. Safe from everything.
I don’t trust anyone.
All I know is that I need my book back.
I need to know what Jenny’s last words to me were.





JASE
The leather is hot against my palms as I twist my hands around the steering wheel. My knuckles are turning white with every second that passes.
I force myself to focus on every detail around me to keep from losing all sense of control.
The ringing of Seth’s phone echoes in the silent car. It rings once, then halfway through a second ring before he picks up.
“Where is she?” My question comes out hard and I don’t bother to hide the fury. “How the fuck did she get away?”
“Boss?” Seth questions and it only makes the irritation grow.
A seething anger is in command of every aspect of my being right now. Nothing is going right and nothing is under control. “Where the fuck is she?” I scream the question, feeling each word claw up my throat on the way out.
“Bethany Fawn’s car is located at Forty-two Bayview.”
“Forty-two Bayview.” I breathe out the address, craning my neck beneath the windshield to look at the small green street sign and then to my left as if one of them will magically be Bayview. Neither of them are and that fact is why I slam my fist on the dashboard as I simmer with pure rage. She fucking left me. Knowing there are men after her, she fucking ran from me!
“Four streets behind you, Mr. Cross.” I focus on what I can control and then finally breathe.
“Four streets?” I swallow after repeating what he said, knowing she’s safe. She’s within reach.
“Make a U-turn when you’re able. It looks like she stayed there for…” The word stretches out as he pauses and then continues, “…two minutes. She’s on the move now, backing out of the driveway.” Seth uses the GPS in her car to track her and gives me directions. “I’m still at the back entrance to the neighborhood and it looks like she’s coming this way. She’ll be driving by me if she stays on course.”
“Follow her.” Resolution takes over, following a pang of regret. Running my hand down my face and pinching the bridge of my nose, I try to pinpoint the moment I lost her. Truly lost her. She shouldn’t have done that. Something happened.
The break-in. I slam my head back, exhaling a tight breath and loathing the life I live. No shit, something happened. What the fuck is wrong with me?
“On her tail,” Seth says over the speaker. His obliviousness to my state is a kind gift in this moment as I press my palms to my eyes and focus on what I can do to keep her safe.
“Call for backup and continue following her but keep your distance and keep me informed. I want to know where she’s going and I never want her out of your sight.”
“Understood, Boss.”
“I’m not letting her go,” I tell him. My voice is firm and resolute, although my words are more for me than for him.
“Of course not,” he answers although his tone has changed. Softer, not consoling, but understanding. A sedan skirts around me, a newer Mazda with an older man at the wheel who looks at me with a crease marred into his wrinkled forehead as his car passes mine.
Forcing a semblance of a smile to my lips, I offer him a small wave and pretend to be someone just passing by. As if I could ever just pass by Bethany. I would never be able to not feel her presence in a crowded room. I could never ignore it. Let alone allow her to ignore me.
“Is everything all right?” Seth asks after a moment of quiet.
“No, I’ll brief you once she’s secure.”
There’s a pause before he asks, “Is there anything else I can do?”
“She is your only priority at the moment.”
It’s quiet again, but I can’t hang up yet. Not without Seth acknowledging what I just said. My gaze lifts to the rearview as a man exits his front door. As he walks to the car in his driveway, the headlights flash and it’s only then that I’m aware of how dark it’s gotten.
It wasn’t that late when I left the cemetery. I just wanted to make sure she was okay. It was foolish to think she would be.
It took me far too long to get to her. I never would have guessed when I got there that her brunette hair would tumble into a halo upon the tiled floor, followed by her small frame. My hand stings from the impact of bashing it against the dashboard a moment ago and I clench it into a tight fist, staring at the silver scar below my knuckle as I remember how she fell.
Fuck, she didn’t even make a sound for the longest second.
I thought she was dead. I thought he’d killed her. I thought Marcus had ripped her away from me, getting to her first, when she fell out onto the kitchen floor. I hate that the scar stares back at me in this moment.
It’s hard to ignore the splinter of pain that tears through me.
Why else would she not have responded? He’d killed her and shoved her in a cabinet for me to find. I thought it was merely her body falling and that she was already dead.
“Does she know about Jenny?” Seth’s question brings me back to the present. To her running away from me.
“That he has her?” I clarify and breathe in deep, staring at the picket fence in front of me. “She doesn’t know anything. I didn’t tell her about the note.”
She’ll live her life with unanswered questions unless I can give them to her, and right now, I wouldn’t be so cruel.
Even if she’d been fine. Even if she’d spilled out of that cabinet and ran to me like I wanted her to, I wouldn’t tell her. She’s barely holding on as it is. It’s not pity I feel for her, it’s worry.
“I’m not telling her that her sister’s alive until I know we can bring her back.” It’s one mess after the other. “False hope can kill what’s left of a person.” That’s the only explanation I give him. He knows about the note from Marcus. He knows Marcus has Jenny.
I’d rather she continue thinking Jenny’s dead. Just in case that’s how this all ends.
“We’ll discuss everything moving forward tonight.” Even as I give him the command, I hear the fatigue in my voice. The day has taken its toll. More than its fair share. “Has my brother gotten in touch with you?”
“About the men we sent out?” he asks to clarify.
“Yes.”
“We have men trailing the man seen with Jenny. His name’s Luke Stevens. He’s driving out west. We don’t know where to but he’s definitely taken orders from Marcus. He’s mentioned him twice on the calls taken from his car.”
“Don’t let him get far; I don’t give a shit if we blow our cover. Have our men grab him and bring him back here.”
“Consider it done.”
“Good. I want him brought in and questioned. I want to know everything about Marcus. About Jenny. Everything that bastard knows… I’ll get it from him.” There are enemies everywhere and everything is moving quickly. “Bethany needs to stay put tonight. Let her run it off. But stay on her and don’t lose her. I want an update every five minutes.”
“Of course,” he answers me.
Glancing at the clock, I change my mind. “Every three minutes. An update every three minutes.” I give him the order as I make a U-turn and head back to Bethany’s home, preparing myself for the evidence of what happened. “Briefing is tonight, war starts tomorrow.”





BETHANY
I shouldn’t call Laura. I keep thinking it over and over again even as I stare at the bright white screen of my phone with her contact info staring back at me.
I’m so fucking alone. After driving to nowhere in silence for an hour, that’s what I’ve realized more than anything. I’m so fucking alone.
It’s sad when you realize there’s only one person left, and you can’t reach out to them, because God forbid if what happened to me affects her. I’d never forgive myself.
The darkness outside drifts in as I sit listless in the driver’s seat. There’s not a star in the black sky and the moon is merely a sliver. Not even the lingering snow reflects the light. It’s no longer white and bright, it’s dulled and nearly vanished as well.
My teeth scrape against my bottom lip as I pull it into my mouth and look out of my window, still strapped in to the driver’s seat. From the outside of my house, no one would ever know what happened.
Closed doors hide a variety of crimes.
Wiping under my tired, burning eyes, I then press the button to exit my contacts to prevent myself from giving in and being weak. I won’t call her.
But that only leaves Jase.
CROSS. I can’t think of him without being reminded of the book, the underlined hidden message inside it, followed by the break-in, and then Jenny. Every thought, question, and mournful memory assault me one after the other just from thinking his name. I’m so confused and lost… and alone.
I stare down at the white plastic bag on the passenger seat. The logo of Martin Hardware stares back at me in a bold red font and beneath it I know there are three packs of light bulbs, each containing four apiece. It took me a while to feel safe enough to go in. Shit, it took me a while to stop looking in my rearview mirror and keeping track of cars who could be following me. There was no one there for all the hours I’ve been away from my home.
There’s no one here now either. It’s just me and the aftermath.
All I have to do is get out of my car and replace the bulbs so I can at least turn on a light.
I have to know what happened. I have to search my place and see what they took. The puzzle keeps me from breaking down. It keeps me from remembering Jenny and the fact that she’s gone. As well as Jase, and the fact that he may be to blame if the message in the book is about him.
Why did they take the book and my bills? I think back to the living room. Everything turned over, but systematically. Everything was done with the purpose of making it look like a robbery… but they didn’t steal what a random burglar would take.
A long exhale and I’m able to pretend like it isn’t devastating. Like I don’t feel violated. Like there’s no reason for me to be terrified.
My bills and mail, plus whatever other papers were in the coffee table, although I can’t even imagine what else I had stored there. And my laptop.
But not my phone or my wallet.
They stole information.

RESTING my elbow against the window frame of my car, I press my thumbnail between my teeth and bite down gently, mindlessly. All I can do is stare at my front door and see a man. He had to have been tall, wearing faded, broken-in blue jeans and white sneakers with a red stripe along the sides of each. My mind plays the scene for me. Him quietly picking the lock, pressing his shoulder against the door and opening it as silently as he could. Did he know I was in the living room before he stepped in? Did he peek into the curtains in the bay window beforehand?
Again the series of thoughts plays out. The break-in will always lead to Jenny.
Did he hurt Jenny? Did he know her? I can barely stand to look at the stark white door as the realization hits me.
The men I’ve been after, the ones I’ve demanded be served justice were only feet from me today. And I cowered.
My breathing comes in staggered pants as I look at my front door again and instead of seeing him, I see my sister sitting on the front step. Just as she was the last time I saw her. Bloodshot eyes full of fear staring back at me. It was the day she gave me the gun.
The image washes away as my eyes turn glossy, but the emotions are short lived.
Bright lights from a passing car distract me and the fear I can’t deny takes over. It lasts only for a second as the car continues on its way, never even turning down this street.
The sliver of strength I had pulling into the driveway is long gone.
The adrenaline doesn’t wane though. And I know there’s no way I can go back inside.
I can’t sleep here.
I’ll never feel safe in this house again.
My thoughts aren’t cohesive when I call him. I don’t even realize what I’ve done until Jase’s phone is ringing with my cell pressed to my ear. He doesn’t make me wait long to answer. Which is a damn good thing, because I nearly hang up on the second ring.
“Bethany.” He says my name with a quiet emotion I can’t quite place. Longing is evident though and somehow that makes me feel like it’s all going to be okay. But how could it ever be okay at this point?
Time goes by and words evade me. Jase doesn’t speak either.
“Are you angry?” I eventually ask him and I can’t fathom why. It shouldn’t matter if he’s angry at me or not. My life does not revolve around this dark knight. I won’t allow it. I don’t want this life.
“I’m disappointed.”
“You sound like my mother,” I answer with feigned sarcasm and not really meaning it. It just seems like something someone would say in response to, I’m disappointed.
All I can hear is a huff on the end of the line followed by a resigned sigh. “I keep having to remind myself that you’re going through a lot, but that doesn’t mean you can do this shit, Bethany.”
Shame heats my cheeks and my throat dries, keeping me from being able to swallow as I look back to the house. With every passing second, I’m sinking deeper into the dark pit of emotions that’s expanding around me.
“You don’t know what I’m going through,” I tell him simply. And all the voices I’ve heard before at the hospital echo in my mind. So many people think no one else feels the way they do when they’re mourning, when they’re sick. When life has got them by the throat and they have nowhere else to turn to but a mental hospital.
“I know people have it worse, people have more pain and more tragedy… but that doesn’t mean I’m not handling things the best way that I can.” Dignity is slow to greet me and I strengthen my voice to tell him, “I’m trying to just hold on right now.” As I finish, my words crack and it’s then that I feel as crazy as my patients. I’m losing it. I’m losing everything, watching it all slip through my fingers like the sand of an hourglass.
“Why did you run?” he asks me, not commenting on a word I’ve just spoken. Somehow, I’m grateful for that.
“I wasn’t in the right mindset to be bossed around and whisked away.” It’s semi-honest. At the very least, it’s not a lie.
“And now?”
“I don’t know what to do,” I admit, feeling the insecurity and the weight of what’s happened push against my chest. “And I’m scared,” I add. The confession barely leaves me; I don’t know if he heard me or not. Another car passes down the street that crosses mine, forming a T-shaped intersection. This time I’m not as scared, but I’m conscious of it. I’m conscious of everything around me.
“Do you want to stay with me?” he asks.
“No,” I say, and it hurts to answer him honestly. Physically hurts and drains me of what little strength I have left. I should add that I don’t trust him after what I read in the book. But without the book, I can’t be certain that I shouldn’t trust him. Which makes everything all the more complicated.
“Why is that?” There’s no hint of what he’s feeling in his question; it’s only a string of words asked for clarity. And that makes it easier, but not easy enough to tell the truth. How could I tell him I saw his last name in a coded message in The Coverless Book? I already feel like I’ve gone insane. I don’t need someone else to confirm it.
“I’m just confused and I want to be alone.” Nodding to myself although he can’t see me, I repeat the sentiment, “I’m not sure exactly what I want right now, but I think I’d really like to be alone.”
“I’d prefer you weren’t alone right now… And you still owe me time.” He adds the second statement when I don’t respond to the first.
“I can always say no.”
“I never should have put that in the contract.”
His response forces a weak smile to my face. It’s just as tired and sad as I am. “Your contract is bullshit.” Our quips are a quick tit for tat. The rough chuckle from the other end of the line eases a small piece of me. As if slowly melting a large sheet of ice that encases and presses against me constantly.
“You’re not going to be happy.” He pauses after his statement and I simply wait for what’s next, not responding until I know what he’s getting at.
“Seth is behind you. He’s parked a few houses down. I’ll have him flash his lights for you.” Thump, my heart squeezes tight, so tight it hurts and I actually reach up to place a hand over my chest as bright white lights shine behind me and then disappear.
“How long?”
“The entire time. Did you think I’d risk anything happening to you?”
Gratitude is a strange thing. Sometimes it feels warm and hugs every inch of you. Sometimes it strangles you and makes you feel rotten and unworthy. The latter is what I struggle with as Jase continues to tell me what to do.
Follow Seth to a hotel.
Stay there tonight.
Meet Jase tomorrow for dinner.
He ends the rattled-off list of things I’m required to do with, “We need to have a conversation.”
The pit of my stomach sinks as I take in my current reality.
“I was a fool to think I’d outrun you, wasn’t I?” My words are whispered and as they leave me, Seth’s car comes to life. As he pulls up in front of my house, his eyes meet mine in the faint darkness. I rip my gaze away.
“You’re far from a fool, but running from me … it won’t be tolerated, Miss Fawn.”





BETHANY
There’s a saying about life and how it can be anything you want it to be. I forget how it goes exactly. Not that it matters, because the saying is a fucking lie. You can’t just decide one day you’re going to change and everything will change with you. That’s not how it works. That’s not life. It’s more complicated than that.
Life is a tangled mess of other people’s bullshit and other people’s decisions. Even decisions they make on a whim.
Sometimes, you get to decide whether or not you care about them and their issues. If you do, you’re fucked. Their problems become yours and sometimes that means you fall down a black hole and there’s no easy escape. “Today I choose to be happy,” is a joke. You can’t be happy when there’s a rope around your neck and another around your feet. You can’t step forward, and even if you could, you’d just hang yourself.
Sometimes you don’t get to decide a damn thing at all. There’s not a choice you could have made that would have prevented what’s to come. My sorry ass has been thinking about that all day. Whether I had a choice or not. And if what I choose is what I deserve.
Because right now it feels like that rope is pulled snug under my chin with another wrapped tight around my ankles, scratching against my skin with every step I take.
As I stare at the slip of paper I’ve kept in my wallet that says, in a life where you can be anything, be kind, I don’t think twice about balling it up to toss the crumpled scrap in the trash can outside the restaurant.
I miss on the first try. Figures. It mocks me as it falls to the ground, daring me to pick it up and really discard it. Which I do, albeit spitefully.
A strong gust of wind blows the hair from out of my face, and without the scarf I left in my car, the chill sweeps down my collarbone and seeps into my jacket. The weather is just as bitter as I am.
I don’t know how long I’ve been standing outside of Crescent Inn, one of the nicer restaurants in this town. I’ve always wanted to come here, but I could never justify it because of the price. Pulling my coat collar tighter around myself I peek in through the large floor-to-ceiling windows, past the wooden blinds that only cover the top third of the windows and search for Jase.
He’s not hard to find. In the center of the room, filled with bright white tablecloths amid a sea of small cobalt blue vases, each housing an array of fresh flowers next to tea lights for ambience, he stands out.
Just seeing him does something to me. Even as a couple passes around me, giving me a disconcerted look for blocking the door and staring inside the place, I can’t bring myself to go to him. I couldn’t sleep without dreaming about him.
I can’t think without wanting to know what he thinks about it all.
It’s only when he brings his gaze to meet mine, as if he could feel my stare, that I dare consider taking the necessary steps toward him.
How did I get in this deep? How did I let the ropes of his life and my sister’s death wrap so tightly around my every waking moment?
More importantly, how the hell do I get out of this?
I tell myself the only reason I came is because he said he found my things they stole when he called this morning. They were all thrown in a trash can a few blocks down from my place. There’s no way it was a break-in. Jase is on my side; it was staged to disguise something else.
It’s easier to enter though, knowing I’ll get my book back.
“Good evening, Miss Fawn.” The host greets me the moment I walk in. Without another word, he graciously takes my coat from me, ignoring the shock and apprehension that must show on my expression. With my jaw dropped, and the air absent from my lungs, I don’t have a chance to ask him how he knew my name, as if the answer isn’t obvious.
“Mr. Cross is right this way. Follow me, please.” The skin around the man’s light blue eyes crinkles when he offers me a gentle smile. His suit is perfectly fitted to his proportions; his shoes are shined so well the chandeliers in the foyer of the restaurant sparkle against the black leather.
He’s professional and kind. Still, I don’t move. I stay where I am, knowing with every step I take that Jase Cross tells me to take, those ropes get tighter and tighter. Holding me right where he wants me.
The only saving grace is that if I don’t think about it, if I just surrender to him… it will feel weightless, easy and deliciously thrilling while it lasts. If only I could think of anything but the demise of what my life once was.
The polite smile falters on the gentleman’s face, emphasizing the lines around his eyes even more. The chatter of the crowded restaurant is what breaks me in this moment. There are plenty of people here, witnesses if anything were to happen. And I do need The Coverless Book. I need to know what Jenny said.
With her in mind, one imaginary rope around my ankle loosens. I’m all too aware that it belongs to her.
With every step I take, I think back to what’s led me here:
Jenny’s disappearance and how I couldn’t let it go.
Jase’s bar and how I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.
Jenny’s death and how I need to have justice.
The gun Jenny gave me and how I shot at Jase rather than playing dumb.
The contract I signed giving away my time and body in exchange for a debt.
And the break-in I don’t know enough about. The book and the message inside I have to obtain.
They may have left the ropes for me to take, but I damn sure slipped them into place myself.
The host pulls the chair out for me as Jase stands, buttoning his jacket and pinning his gaze on me. A gaze I return.
“Thank you.” My words are soft and I’m not certain if the host heard me or not, but I’m well aware that my hand is trembling as I reach for the water. Even more certain when the ice clinks against the edge of the pristine goblet.
I can tremble as much as I need. I’m in this mess of tangled lies and secrets, the violence and the need for vengeance. Even if it ends up killing me, I would have taken every step just the same if I had to do it all over again.
“You didn’t sleep.” Jase speaks first and I shake my head, staring at the cold drops of water that drip down the goblet as I set it on the table.
When I lift my tired eyes to his dark gaze, I answer him, “Maybe an hour. I was in and out.” I swallow and place my hands in my lap before continuing. “Just couldn’t stop thinking about everything.”
He nods once and doesn’t speak; instead he searches my expression for answers. Or maybe for where my boundaries lie with him today.
“What you did yesterday is unacceptable.”
The tremors inside of me tense with irritation. “Which part exactly?” I question and the defiance is clear in my tone.
“The part where you ran from me.”
“Who are you to me where that is unacceptable?”
His fixed stare narrows. “Your lover.”
“Do all of your lovers owe you thousands of dollars?” I dare to question him, feeling the anger simmer from his taut skin. It’s so much easier to be angry. It’s easier to yell than listen. Easier to hate what’s happened, than to suffer through the aftermath.
The muscles in Jase’s shoulders tighten, making him look all the more dominant and I don’t stop pushing him. Maybe I have a death wish. “You’re a man who coerced me, a man I fell for when we both know we shouldn’t be together. And whatever’s between us will end when the debt is paid. I will not listen to your every command because you happen to give one to me. If I don’t want to be with you… I won’t.” His chest rises and falls quicker as his jaw clenches at my final words. “You’d be wise to remember I am not interested in being told what to do. This agreement was for information. That is all I want from you.”
Thump, my heart wrenches inside of me knowing it’s a lie. All I can do is remember CROSS in the hidden message of The Coverless Book and it stops its furious beating, but the beat it gives me in return is dulled and muted, slowing more and more by the second.
“I’ve already told you, I don’t like it when you lie to me.” He hardens his voice further as he adds, “Knock off your bullshit.” Jase speaks through clenched teeth and before I can answer, a waitress appears with a bottle of wine draped with a white cloth napkin in an ice bucket and two glasses. It’s a dark red with a silver label although I can’t read what the label says.
I could use a glass of dark red wine. Then a long nap. One that lasts forever and takes me somewhere far away from the hell my life’s become.
“Drink,” he commands me when the waitress leaves and I smirk at him.
“If you thought I wasn’t going to drink, you’re just as much of a fool as I am.” Some spiteful side of me wants to deny the wine, just because he told me to drink it. But fuck that. It’s the only good thing I have going for me.
I take a sip and time passes with neither of us saying anything. The first breath is tense, but the next comes easier. With every second that passes, the hate and anger wane, leaving only raw ugly feelings to fester inside of me. When that happens, I don’t want to think. That’s my harsh reality. I’d rather get lost in him when I don’t have the anger to hide behind anymore.
“What changed?” he asks casually, breaking the silence.
“I don’t trust you,” I reply, and my answer slips out just as easily. An anxiousness wells up inside of me. I didn’t mean to say it out loud. He doesn’t know about the message in the book. That’s really what changed although without it, I can’t even say for sure what it says. The table jostles as I plant my elbow and rest my forehead in my hand while I refuse to look at him. I can’t look him in the eyes; I can’t take this shit. A moment passes and another.
“Is there anything you do trust about me?” he asks, not bothering to question why it is I don’t trust him. Maybe he has his own reasons.
Peeking past my hand and then lowering it altogether, I answer honestly again, only this time it’s a conscious decision. “I don’t think you’d hurt me. Not physically… which is truly ironic considering how we met.”
Only after I answer do I look into his eyes. And I see turmoil raging within them.
“I would never hurt you. Not in any way if I can help it.”
“And what if you can’t?” I ask him with the sorrow that’s buried its way into my every thought finally showing. “What if there’s no way for me to come out of this undamaged?”
“That’s what you’re afraid of? That’s what you don’t trust?” he questions.
I hadn’t expected to be so transparent with him. I don’t even think I was cognizant of what I’d said until the words were spoken. I could blame it on the lack of sleep or the wine. But a part of me wants him to take it all away. A part of me thinks he can make me believe he’ll fix my problems. I don’t even care that he can’t. I just want to believe that he can for a moment. Just a single moment of peace. That part of me is so tired of fighting. I hate that part of me.
“I’m scared in general, Mr. Cross.” Emotions tickle up my throat, but with a short clearing of my throat, they’re gone. “I’ve found myself deeper and deeper in a hole that I don’t know I’ll be able to get out of.” My eyes feel heavy, as does the weight against my chest.
I don’t know how I’m still sitting upright at this point. That’s the truth.
“The debt? Is that what you mean by the hole?” he asks although the look in his eyes tells me he knows that’s not what I’m talking about. I shake my head, no, confirming his assumption.
“It’s because of the break-in?” he asks and I don’t answer, swallowing down the half truth and hating that it’s all I’m willing to give him. “Bethany?” he presses and I finally speak, “Yes.”
It’s a lie though. Things changed before it. “Do you have my book?” I ask him the second I think of The Coverless Book. Seeing the underlined words in my mind and needing to read the hidden message. Clearing my throat again, I ask, “Did they find it?”
I don’t know where to go from here until I know what my sister left for me.
I don’t know what to think of Jase until I see what my sister said. That’s what hurts the most.
Leaning back into his chair, he lets out a long exhale, staring into my eyes and not answering. His thumb rubs circles over the pad of his pointer finger and he leaves me waiting.
“Jase, please,” I plead with him, seeking sympathy and mercy. “I just want the book back.”
He leaves me without an answer still, but only for a moment.
Wordlessly, he raises his hand and I expect the waitress to come, but instead Seth walks forward. I hadn’t seen him before this, not since last night when he brought me a duffle bag of the things I asked him to bring. With my head buried in the hotel pillow, he opened the door and left my bags for me. I barely even got to see him before he left, muttering a thank you into the pillow as the door was already closing.
He’s quiet and businesslike, but he gives me a soft smile every time. He’s like a warden with sympathy for his prisoner. The thought makes a sarcastic huff of a laugh leave me, although it’s barely heard.
I don’t know where he was hiding or if he was seated, perhaps standing. I have no idea. But Seth nods at me with the same polite smile the host had for me in the foyer. As if no one in this world would dare admit what a shit-show my life is and how I look the part for it right now.
I can’t hear Jase’s murmur but I don’t need to. Seth disappears for a moment, swiftly walking away when the waitress arrives with oysters Rockefeller and seared scallops. Setting the large plates in the center of our table, she then places two small plates equipped with tiny seafood forks as well in front of each of us.
She’s courteous and polite, smiling at me but more so at Jase before asking if we need anything else. Jase shakes his head once and I do the same, not trusting myself to speak.
“I chose the courses while waiting for you,” he explains.
“I’m not hungry,” I tell Jase, spotting Seth making his way back to us with The Coverless Book in his right hand by his side.
“You haven’t slept; you should at least eat.”
The tight smile graces Seth’s lips once again and then holding out the book for me to take, he tells me, “The rest is now in your car, Miss Fawn.”
“Thank you,” I say, and somehow the words are spoken; how? I don’t know. My head feels dizzy as I hold the book tighter than I’ve held anything in my life. It could give me the answers to everything.
“That’s all,” Jase says lowly and Seth is gone before I can say anything else. Before I can even swallow down the ball of dread that’s cutting off the oxygen in my throat.
I should ask him where he found it; I should say something or attempt to carry on conversation so it’s not obvious that this book may change the way I think about him. He has no idea and he’s given it over to me freely. I should try to keep my cover, but I’m an awful liar.
“I have to go to the restroom,” I tell Jase as I stand up from the table and reach for my purse, setting the book inside before slinging the bag over my shoulder.
Jase only nods. I have to grip the back of my chair, taking him in for what could be the last time. The air changes around me, it moves around him, pulling me toward him, begging me to stay there… just in case.
I think if I ran, which I know very well I may do depending on what’s in the book, I’d miss the way he looks at me the most. He doesn’t just glance at me, he doesn’t observe me the way others do, inconsequentially and only with little curiosity. He stares at me with a hunger and a need for more, to see more of me and what’s inside of me. He looks at me like he never wants to stop seeing me.
Even knowing he’s angry with me and how we’re surrounded by prying eyes in a crowded restaurant, he only sees me. Yes, that’s the way he looks at me. Like I’m the only one worth seeing. With my back turned to him, I know it might be the last time, and it hurts. I wasn’t expecting that. I should stop expecting anything at all.
As I’m walking away, I feel the vibrations of my phone ringing silently, but I ignore it, quickening my pace to get away from Jase and from these thoughts.
The women’s restroom door pushes open easily and I don’t hesitate to lock myself inside of the stall farthest from the entrance, dropping my purse to the floor and quickly opening the book to where I was.
I check my phone just before opening the book, and it says Rockford called. For a second I hesitate, wondering what work wanted and why they called.
I drop it back into the inside pocket when I hear the door open and someone walking in. I can just barely make out a pair of red heels by the sink and I hear the telltale zip of a bag as she stands there. Maybe she’s reapplying lipstick or checking her appearance. I have no idea, but either way, alone in the stall, I open the pages of the book, searching for the last page I read.
My eyes are tired and the black and white is more blurred than it should be. But the underlined words are still there and just beneath the lines, the first letter of the sentences are just as I remembered.
C starts the first sentence. R is next. Followed by O, S, S.
My fingertips slide against the indented lines. When Jenny left this message, I can only imagine the fear she must have felt, hiding it so deeply in this book.
With a deep, but staggering breath, I dig in my purse for a small Post-it note and a pen.
The next letter is an I. I write it down, then search for the next. M. M. I stop at the P for “Promise me you’ll never leave.” MMP makes no sense.
CROSSIMMP. Rubbing under my eyes and double-checking them, that’s right. But it makes no sense. With my brows knit and the adrenaline pumping harder, I keep going. Q in “Quite the way to lead life.” S for “Secrets always come out.”
It makes no sense at all. There are no other words that can be made from the jumbled mess of letters. I search another chapter and another. Not reading at all, just gathering letters. And there’s nothing else. No other words hidden.
My blood cools and I struggle not to cry.
There is no message.
Deep breath. Deep breath. Don’t cry. Crying is useless.
A snide voice in the back of my head reminds me, so is searching for messages from the dead. They’re gone. They don’t come back. And they have nothing new to tell you.
I swear I can hear the crack that splits down my chest, through my heart and onward.

HOPE IS a long way of saying goodbye.

MY OWN VOICE echoes in my head. Mocking some of the last words I ever spoke to my sister. And that’s the moment I break down entirely. I suppose I can take the death, the coercion, the break-in, the fear of losing my life. But losing hope?
Even I can’t live without hope.
So I read the lines again and again, although this time, they’re blurry.
There is nothing here but false hope and lines from an old book with no title. Lines that for the life of me, my addict of a sister thought worthy of underlining, though I can’t imagine why.
However gentle the knock at the stall door is, it still startles me.
Hiding my sniffling with the sound of pulling on the roll of toilet paper, I respond, “Just a minute.”
“Are you all right?” The question comes out hesitantly. “I just… is there anything I can do?”
How sweet a stranger can be. Kind and caring for someone they don’t know. If she knew, she’d stay far away from me. Everyone in my life dies tragically.
“Just allergies. I’ll be fine.”
She stands there a second longer until I add, “Thank you though. That’s very sweet of you.”
“I haven’t heard someone use allergies before,” the stranger in dark red heels replies, letting me know she’s well aware of my lies. “Is there anyone you’d like me to get for you?”
Although I owe this woman no explanation, I answer her. “No, I promise I’m fine. Just a really rough… month.” I say that without thinking, because my mind is riddled with thoughts of Jenny. And how I wish this stranger could simply go get her for me.
If only it were possible. That’s what I really want and need, far more than I should.
The woman leaves and another enters. I sit there for longer than I’d planned, drying my eyes and rearranging my bag before heading to the sink. There isn’t a lipstick in the world that could make me look better. But I try to hide my crying with the stick of concealer and powder in my bag. And then a coat of pale pink lipstick.
Letting it all sink in, the only relief I have is that there was no message about Jase or his brothers. There is no warning to stay away from him.
That knowledge releases the only inhibition I had for not losing myself in him. What a way to mourn. Grief is an aphrodisiac, or so I’ve been told. Although I’ve done damage the last twenty-four hours and I don’t know where we stand.
With my purse on my shoulder and the book safely tucked inside, I head back to the table feeling flushed, overwhelmed and with no appetite at all.
“So you weren’t tunneling an escape after all,” Jase jokes weakly as I sit down across from him. He sets his hand palm up on the table, but I don’t reach for it.
“I was… just realized it would take a little longer than I’d like,” I joke back, just as weakly. “No appetite?” I question, noting that he hasn’t touched the appetizers.
He shakes his head in response, his eyes ever searching, ever wondering what I’m thinking. “I need an answer first.”
“An answer to what?” I ask.
“I need you to agree to stay with me.”
“No.” My answer is immediate and I question my sanity. He could protect me. Jase Cross could do that. At the cost of losing my only sanctuary and the place that houses the memories I have. Living in fear is the worst thing I could agree to. I refuse to do it. I refuse to choose staying with him because I’m scared.
Angling the small fork to ease the oyster from its hold on the shell, I struggle for an excuse and the only one I can offer him. Thinking eating will appease him, I lift the oyster up so he knows I’ll do just that but first I tell him, “I’d like to stay with my friend for the time being.”
With a salty bite left in my mouth, I swallow the heavenly oyster and set the empty shell back down on the bed of ice. The tension doesn’t wane, not even when I eat another, refusing to look Jase in the eyes.
“Don’t do this,” he warns me.
My gaze flicks to his. “Do what?”
“Don’t make this harder. I don’t understand what’s gotten into you. But you should consider your options carefully.”
“Is that a threat, Mr. Cross?”
Exasperation grows in his expression as he tells me his patience is wearing thin.
“What changed?” he finally asks. “You treat me like I’m an enemy and I’m starting to think I am to you now.”
Thump. My heart is a treacherous bastard, begging me to tell him about the book. Begging me not to lie. Telling me he’ll understand.
He pushes the issue, asking, “Is there something you’re not telling me?”
Thump.
“You wanted me, and I wanted you. I thought that’s where we were.”
“Did you forget the other night?” I ask meekly, remembering crying in the bedroom, remembering him walking away because I couldn’t admit it out loud like he has just now. Raising my eyes to him and staring back with nothing but sincerity I remind him, “It’s not like the two of us should be together.”
“Do you want me?” he asks, not letting anything change in his expression.
With a single hard swallow, I answer him with raw truth, “Yes. More than anything else.”
“Nothing else matters then.”
“Not the debt? Not the fact that someone’s after me?” I feel my expression fall, the kind of crumpling that comes with an ugly cry, but I don’t give a shit, I let it out, I let it all out. “Not the fact that a part of me hates you because I hate what you do and that the life you lead is why my sister’s dead?” I’ll never be able to say those words without tears flooding my eyes. I don’t blink and a few tears fall, but I won’t cry after that. Crying does nothing.
As I’m angrily wiping my tears away, I note his lack of a response and continue the onslaught. I ask him, “How much is it that I owe you again?”
“I’m fucking tired of you asking me that. It’ll be months before you’ve paid the debt.”
“The debt…” I whisper, sniffling and looking away thinking about how it’s her debt, not mine. But the thoughts vanish as I note how the restaurant is slowly thinning in attendance. It’s sobering, the sight around us.
It’s not just thinning, everyone is leaving. There are only two couples left. And both are preparing to exit. The young woman glances at me as she pushes her chair in, her eyes wide with worry.
“Jase.” I can only whisper his name as my pulse races with concern.
“I was wondering how long it would take you to notice.”
Thump. Thump. Thump. It’s like a war drum. I whisper the question, “What did you do?”
Leaning forward, he places his forearms on the table. His eyes darken as they sear into me. “I’ve let you get away with too much.”
I can’t breathe, and I can’t move; even when I hear the door click loudly behind me and bringing with it utter silence, I don’t dare to do anything but stare into his eyes.
They contain a mix of hunger and depravity. His hard jawline tightens as he clenches his teeth and lets his eyes roam down the front of me then back to my apprehensive gaze.
“They couldn’t stay here any longer, because I need to punish you. You’ve known this was coming. I should have done it sooner.” Frustration and regret ring clear in his voice and guilt overrides my other emotions. “I take responsibility. You wouldn’t behave this way if I’d punished you like I should have.”
The way he says punish evokes a mix of reactions from me. I heat with desire and longing, wanting him to take control so I can stop thinking, stop doing, and just obey and receive what he’s willing to give. The other reaction though comes from the knowledge of who this man is and how it will never change. Fear is ever present when he takes control.
“There are consequences. And like I’ve said, you’ve gotten away with too much.”





JASE
With the door securely locked, I check to make sure the blinds have been lowered, and they have. Although the front door window is visible from this table, meaning someone could see if they dared to peek, but Seth is waiting outside and he’d take care of that problem before any prick would have the chance to see a damn thing.
“Jase, I’m sorry.” Bethany’s voice wavers as she speaks, showing her fear. I wondered which side of her would take over. I was hoping it wouldn’t be this one. It makes everything more difficult, but she must be punished. This has to stop.
“You aren’t. If you were sorry, you wouldn’t continue to defy me.” A deep inhale barely keeps me grounded as my temper flares. “You are the only one who has ever made me lose control like this. Do you know that?”
“Jase, I don’t mean to,” she nearly whimpers with more than a hint of fear and finally glances away from me, toward the door.
Her breathing is erratic and her fingers wrap around her silverware as if she’ll use it against me. She may do just that, my fiery girl, if I give her a reason.
“Jase,” she says and whispers my name.
“You’re scared?” I ask her.
She hesitates to answer before closing her eyes and nodding. The fear is a constant. I’m not sure it’ll ever leave her and I can’t blame her.
“You just said you trusted that I would never hurt you.” The pain inside of my chest is sharp like a knife, piercing and twisting, never stopping to offer a moment of relief. I’d bleed out here if I had to watch her paused in this moment, truly afraid that I’d hurt her. “I’m not going to hurt you, Bethany. This is a punishment that you can take. One that you obviously need.”
“I’m scared,” she whispers.
“Don’t be. Parts of it you may even enjoy.” That comment gets her attention. I keep her gaze to tell her, “I’m not going to let you get away with this shit any longer. You will be punished. Whether you’re upset or scared or otherwise. I should have already punished you.” At the word punish, she licks her lips. Her body will always betray her regardless of the brave front she puts on around me.
“You’ve run from me, lied to me, stolen from me, raised a knife to me… And you thought I’d do nothing?” I question her. “How much did you think I’d let you get away with, cailín tine?”
Using her nickname is what does it. I can feel the tension break, I can feel it warm and I notice how it melts around her. Her bottom lip drops, pouty and trembling, but her breathing has changed. No longer tense, but still quick with anticipation.
I give her a moment, letting everything settle for her.
“Still your cailín tine?” The Gaelic phrase sounds foreign on her tongue.
“Of course,” I answer, reaching across the table to offer my hand and she still hesitates to reciprocate, but she does, setting her small hand in mine. Brushing my thumb across her wrist, I try to keep it soothing to calm her before the inevitable will happen. “I hate that it comes to this before you’ll let me in. Do you know that?”
She exhales deeply before telling me, “I’m not exactly used to this. And I don’t exactly like it either.”
“You don’t like what?”
“Having to be accountable to someone like…”
“To someone like me?” She only nods at my question until I narrow my gaze and pause the motion of my thumb against her pulse. “Yes,” she answers verbally.
“Well I enjoy your company, Miss Fawn, and from what I gather, you enjoy mine.” Again she nods and this time whispers her yes along with it, nearly defiantly.
“When you’re with someone, you have to make allowances for them. I have done my best to make allowances for you given this… situation.”
“And I have not,” Beth speaks before the judgment can fall from my lips. “I realize I am difficult and…” she pauses, swallowing thickly before adding, “I do appreciate some things… I am just very aware of others that…”
“That you will have to make certain allowances for,” I say, finishing her sentence for her with the only outcome I’ll allow. “Is that understood?”
She nods and speaks simultaneously, “Yes.”
Pulling my hand away from her, I let the warmth of her words – that she appreciates me, no matter how small a part of me -- flow through me, feeling my cock harden as I think about what I’m going to do to her. “This situation being new for you is no excuse. It’s new for me too.”
“What are you going to do?” she asks breathlessly.
“You’re going to need the rest of your wine.”
I’m careful and calm as I stand up, pulling the chair back and unbuttoning my jacket.
Her fingers linger on the glass but she doesn’t pick it up until I pick up my own glass, downing the full-bodied red I know she loves. It’s sweet and decadent, like her when she lets go and gives me control.
I set the empty glass on the table behind us. The aftertaste is smooth and I focus on that as I calmly remove everything from our table one by one. The candle, the vase, the small plates and then the large one still littered with hors d’oeuvres I thought she’d enjoy.
She doesn’t just calm down; that wouldn’t fit the woman she is. She’s intense and wrought with emotion. She feels everything in exaggerated stages.
Every second that passes, the air gets hotter around us.
Each breath she takes picks up its pace.
After loosening my tie, I remove the last few pieces of silverware from the table, placing it easily on the table to our right.
“Sit here.” My hand splays on the barren table in front of me. My palm is flat against the surface. “Right here,” I say and pat the table again, closer to the edge this time and although she’s slow, she obeys. Climbing onto the table, she’s fully clothed. The blush that creeps up her cheeks is an indication that she knows damn well she won’t be staying that way.
“Come closer,” I command once she’s on all fours on top of the table and when she’s close enough, I position her body how I want it, feeling the race of adrenaline and desire run through my pulse.
“Jase.” My name is merely lust wrapped in words that don’t matter. “I really am sorry.”
“I have a question for you,” I say, and I don’t bother accepting or denying her apology. “Are you terrified of me? Or of what I could do to you?” I ask her, placing my forearms on the table on either side of her. She’s close to me, her luscious curves within reach. Her pouty lips near mine, ready to capture. But I don’t kiss her. Not yet.
“Both,” she admits and I don’t blame her.
“I’ve done terrible things in my life. It makes sense you’d be afraid,” I admit, feeling a crease in my forehead as her expression stays etched with concern. “But leading with fear is a bad move to make.”
“I know,” she whispers just beneath her breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into. I’m angry, I’m lost and I’m terrified.”
“I’ll be angry alongside you. I’ll find you a way. I’ll make sure there’s not a damn thing that will touch you. Nothing should scare you when you’re with me.” Reaching out, I cup her chin in my hand, feeling her smooth skin and continuing to caress her when she presses her cheek into my embrace. “Even me. I shouldn’t scare you.”
“Knowing how much I want to be around you is terrifying in itself. Which is ridiculous, all things considered.” Her eyes open on her last point, her thick lashes barely revealing her eyes beneath them.
With one leg on either side of me, I press my fingers against her pussy, through the fabric that separates our skin and she keeps her eyes on mine, but her head falls back just slightly.
“Already hot,” I comment. “Are you already wet for me too?”
She only nods and as I open my lips, moving closer to her to reprimand her for not answering verbally, she halts any inclination I have to do so.
She kisses me first. Without warning. Surprised, I moan into her mouth, feeling my rigid cock twitch with need to be inside of her. This greedy woman who takes from me when no one else would dare to do so.
“Even when you’re in trouble, you still defy me and take from me.”
She only answers with the hint of smile.
“You like to be the first to kiss, don’t you?” I ask her.
“It’s my call.” I don’t bother to hide the smirk that lurks on my lips.
I don’t bother to hide the lust either as I answer her, “It was going to happen anyway.”
“I could have run, I could bite you, or deny you.”
“Why would you?” I ask her with genuine curiosity, my lips just barely away from hers.
“That’s what people do when they’re scared, Jase. You should know that by now.”
Words catch in my throat, tightening it and warring with each other inside of me. “Strip” is the only one that manages to escape.
“Jase.” I watch her swallow, I can even hear it before she tells me, “They’ll see. Anyone could see from the door.”
“I don’t give a shit about anyone but you right now.”
Words are lost to her as we stare into each other’s eyes until I tell her, “Any man who dared to look through that door would die.”
Her breath hitches and her thighs tighten at my words.
“Does that make you hot?” I ask her, feeling my own desire rising.
She nods as she whispers yes. I allow my gaze to wander down her body, although it stops too soon as I focus on her breasts when she pulls her sweater over her head. Through the tank top underneath, I see her pebbled nipples.
“Maybe he’d get a glimpse of you cumming with my lips between your legs.”
Leaning in closer, I whisper in her ear as she pulls the straps of her tank top down, “What a way to die… for that to be the last thing he sees.”
The exhale she releases is tempting, but I maintain control. I don’t touch her again as she peels off every bit of clothing and lies bared to me, pushing her bra off the table for it to fall carelessly on the floor below with its companions.
Both of my hands grip her hips and I pull her closer to me. Keeping her gaze with mine, I lower my lips to her swollen nub and suck. With a single lick of her sweet cunt, I go back to her clit, sucking it until she’s letting those sweet sounds flow into the air.
Her body rocks, her hands spear my hair. I love the way her nails scratch me as she gets closer and closer.
I have to remind myself that this is a punishment. I can’t get lost in her.
The moment her back arches and her bottom lip drops with a deep moan, I pull away from her, smacking the inside of her thigh to take her away from the edge of her forbidden fall.
“No,” I tell her. With flushed cheeks, she stares back at me breathlessly and wordlessly. “You don’t get to cum tonight.”
As she blinks away the haze of lust and confusion, my middle finger plays at her folds, spreading her arousal as I talk. “I will play with you, fuck you, and get myself off with the things I plan to do with you. But you will not cum.”
All I can hear is her single breath before she nods.
“Verbally.”
“I understand.”
Rewarding how easily she accepts the punishment, I plant a kiss on the bright red patch of skin on her inner thigh. And then another, traveling up her body, over the curve of her waist and then higher. Standing up and dragging my open-mouth kisses up her neck, I unbutton my pants, letting them and my boxers drop to the floor so I can stroke myself.
“On your back,” I command her and pull my shirt over my head. She positions herself with her heels on the edge of the table and her back flat against the tabletop.
She struggles not to lift her head and watch me as I undress entirely.
I can’t resist toying with her breasts, plucking her nipples and pulling them back to bring those sweet sounds to leave her.
Her pussy clenches around nothing. I watch her, hot and flushed, ready to be fucked. The taste of her and red wine still remain on my tongue.
“You’re taking this punishment well,” I commend her and then pull her ass closer to me, nearly falling off the edge of the table.
She starts to answer, but I grip her hips in my hand and slam myself inside her. Fuck, she feels too fucking good. I can’t close my eyes even though my body begs me to enjoy the rapture of pleasure fully and do so.
Her neck arches and her eyes scrunch as her heat clenches around me. The table jostles with the thrust of my hips and her breasts sway as I fuck her. I’m careful not to allow her to enjoy herself fully.
Her hands move to her breasts, her nipples barely peeking through her fingers as she gets close, inching her way toward her release.
I pull out fully, instantly missing her warmth.
She whimpers and struggles to stay still as I step back. It’s hard to keep my breathing controlled, even harder to do it again, fucking her relentlessly on the table and stopping just before she reaches her climax.
The third time, I lower my body close to hers, feeling my skin heat and needing to be closer to her. She doesn’t kiss me when I bring my lips close to hers this time.
She pushes her head back against the table, so I drag my teeth along her throat and up to the shell of her ear, loving how she moans even though she knows she’ll be left wanting yet again.
“This is what a punishing fuck is,” I hiss as I pound into her again and stay buried deep inside of her as I almost lose myself in the moment. “I take all my pleasure,” I push the words through clenched teeth as I move myself slowly out of her and then slam all the way back in.
A strangled cry leaves her and she drags her nails down my back. The mix of pleasure and pain nearly has me finding my release too soon. I’m not ready for it to be over though, not by a mile.
“I get my pleasure, and you get nothing,” I whisper in her ear as the intensity of the pleasure stirring inside of me subsides. Only then am I able to pull away from her enough to look her in the eye.
Daggers stare back at me, but not in anger. I can see the challenge clearly written on her face. My poor cailín tine has no idea how painful orgasm denial is. To be taken to the highest high each time, finding the edge of release so close, only to have it ripped away from you and the waves of pleasure yanked from you.
“I dream about the noises you make when you get off. I want to hear those sounds over and over again,” I tell her and then recklessly fuck her, feeling the stir of my climax approaching in time with hers. Only to pull away at the last second.
“No,” this time she whimpers and her body rolls to the side, wanting to get away. “Please,” she begs me, her face pained.
“How can I reward either of us with that, when you don’t listen to me? When you fight me every step of the way?”
She visibly swallows and tells me she’s sorry again. I’m not interested in an apology.
I fuck her again, listening to the sound of me fucking her, of the table banging against the floor as my movements get stronger with my own needs taking over.
I suck in a deep breath as I pull away again. She can’t resist touching herself, knowing it’s only a small touch she’ll need at this point and I grip her wrists, pulling them away and pinning them to the table.
The frustration, even the contempt, show in her expression. “Keep your hands here.” My voice is deep and the threat is there. I can tell she’s biting her tongue and I love it. I love taming my wild girl.
“Let me be very clear. I would have loved to get lost inside of you and give you every pleasure imaginable. But I will not be made a fool, Bethany. Do you understand?”
“I’m not a fucking idiot.”
“You put a knife against my chest,” I rebut. “That doesn’t make you a smart woman, does it?”
“I’m sorry,” she tells me again and her gaze falls to my chest, but I grip her chin, stealing her attention back to what matters.
“Do you think words are enough? Words are meaningless.”
She shakes her head. “I can’t go back. What more do you want from me?” She screams her question, the hoarse words ricocheting in the restaurant.
Even now she pushes me. She’ll never stop. I know she won’t. The fire inside of her will never die.
And I love it. I will live for the moments she defies me.
Knowing that to be the truth, I pin her hands above her head when I thrust inside of her this time and push my chest to hers. My muscles scream and a cold sweat breaks out along my back as I rut between her legs, hard and deep, listening to her strangled cries of pleasure.
I nearly don’t stop. I nearly ruin the punishment, but fate would have me go through with it. The leg of the table that’s closest to me, buckles and breaks. Forcing us to fall as the table crashes to the floor.
Silencing her scream with a desperate kiss, I pull her body on top of mine as my back falls against the broken wood. With an arm wrapped around her back, I roll over to lay her on the floor.
I only take a moment to make sure she’s all right, and her response is to writhe under me, begging me to keep fucking her.
I slam myself as hard and deep as I can inside of her and stay right there. She claws at the floor, screaming and moaning with nothing to silence her cries.
Watching her gasp for air and struggling to contain herself, I push the question out with what little control I have left. “Tell me what you really think of me.”
I shouldn’t have asked and it shouldn’t matter, but in this moment, being inside of her and having her at my mercy, I need to know. More than anything else, I need to know the truth.
She struggles not to thrash under me as I rub her clit, still buried inside of her. “Tell me the truth, cailín tine.”
“I love you,” she practically screams the repressed truth and I still. My body tenses, even as she continues to thrash beneath me, heaving in air and still pushing me away, although weakly.
I have to move. Before I lose myself inside her, and before she says anything else.
She loves me.
I fuck her with long strokes, each of them penetrating her as deeply as I can and pulling out until I’m barely inside of her.
Each time she lets out a moan of sudden pleasure and then her eyes seek mine, wanting more, needing me again and again.
I draw out her release, teasing her like this and nipping her lips. All the while hearing her say those words over and over in my head. She loves me.
She whispers it again, right when her pussy tightens and she cries out her orgasm.
When I finally feel my own release, I sink my teeth into her neck, not biting her, but needing to do something so I don’t groan out words I’ll regret.
The haze of desire fades slowly and then all at once when I sit up, pulling myself away from her, and she finally looks me in the eyes.
For a long time, the only thing I can hear is both of us breathing, both of us getting a grip on what just happened. She said she loves me.
As I clean between her legs, pressing the cloth napkin against her clit and forcing her head to fall back from the pressure, I’m all too aware that I didn’t say the words back.
And I don’t plan on it.
“You’re not going to your friend’s house to put her in danger and you’re not going to a fucking hotel and leaving my men out there to watch over you. You’re coming home with me.”
Shock colors her expression at first when I stand up and leave her where she is. She reaches for her tank top before anything else and then finally looks up at me.
“I don’t love you.” The words rush out of her, the hurt written on her face. She tries to swallow up the evidence of her lie, but it doesn’t work.
“Of course you don’t,” is all I answer her, burying the sensation that grows inside of me. I turn my back to her while putting my pants back on as she cleans herself up. “You’re coming home with me,” I repeat, focusing on what matters. A truth she can’t deny, unlike what she’s doing now.
The chair behind me groans against the floor as it’s moved and I peek over my shoulder to see her nearly dressed and avoiding eye contact. “Did you hear me?” I ask her, feeling something stir inside my chest with restlessness.
Bethany kicks aside a scrap of wood to stand and nods her head while answering me, “Yes, and that’s fine. I don’t want to go back to my place anyway.” Her voice is low, too low and devoid of any of the fight I’m used to from her.
The silence of the restaurant is uncanny as we wait there, with my eyes on her and her eyes anywhere else.
“Seth’s waiting for us outside. You’ll follow me and he’ll be behind you.”
She nods and audibly swallows but doesn’t say anything else as she wraps her arms around one another. Not crossing her arms in front of her chest, but laying them atop each other. Her gaze lingers on the front door, but she doesn’t move until I splay my hand on the small of her back.
That gets a reaction from her. She walks faster, fast enough for the pressure of my touch to be meaningless.
No one’s out front of the restaurant, no one except Seth leaning against the hood of his black Audi and keeping watch. The light dusting of white on the ground outside is evidence that the snow must have come and gone already. Leaving behind it a thick white fog, and the curtain of white across every surface.
Bethany lets me open the front door for her and I’m granted a muted thank you. Same with her car door. She doesn’t look toward Seth at all; she merely focuses her attention on each of her steps.
Seth’s gaze turns questioning. Anyone with any common sense can see she’s not well.
“Upset” is hardly a word I would use to describe Bethany. It’s too weak. She’s too volatile to simply be upset. But right now, it’s the only word I can find. She’s upset and I fucking hate it.
I love you.
She said it and then took it back. She’s confused and upset. Confusion runs deep in my mind as well. For the first time since I’ve set eyes on her, I’m uncertain what to do with her.
I want to hear her tell me those words again, and to mean it. But I would never wish for a girl like her to fall for me, either.
“You can close the door, Mr. Cross,” she tells me, staring at my shoes from where she sits in the driver’s seat. The clinking of her keys is all I can hear as I stare down at her, waiting for her to look up at me. My hand is still firmly on her car door.
A gust of wind passes and I can hear Seth clear his throat in the distance. Still I don’t look away, and neither does she.
“Bethany,” I murmur her name and she hums back, a sweet sound, seemingly just fine, but still doesn’t look at me.
“What’s wrong?” My grip tightens on the door when the question leaves me. I already know and I feel like an asshole. She’s a mess. That’s all she’s been since I’ve come into her life. A mess, but a beautiful masterpiece. She’ll do more good in a week at the hospital than I’ll do in my entire life. There’s no questioning that.
“Nothing,” she answers in a whisper, then peeks up at me, toying with her keys in her hand and offering a sad smile.
“You look like you’re going to cry.”
Her voice in response is stubborn, but it also cracks. “I’m not.”
“Get out of the car, Bethany.” I give her the command and step back although I keep my grip on the door, pulling it open wider and waiting on the vacant street. I can’t help but notice our footprints on the sidewalk. Hers are so much smaller than mine, but the spacing is the same. They’re in complete rhythm and time with mine.
She clears her throat as she steps out, moving over the curb and onto the sidewalk. Toe to toe with me, she stands there, both of her hands cradling the keys. Maybe to keep them from making noise, maybe to give her something to focus on other than me.
Either way she looks me in the eyes, daring me to accuse her of being on the verge of tears again. I can see it.
Instead I tell her, “I don’t love you too.” I don’t think about it; I just say it. Feeling the restlessness sway inside of me, panicking and not knowing how she’ll react.
Her large hazel eyes widen even more, for only a moment as her lips part just slightly and other than that, there’s no response at all. No telling as to what she thinks. Until she tries to speak and the first word can’t even make it out unbroken.
Instead of carrying on with the intention of speaking, she snags her bottom lip between her teeth to keep it from trembling and stares at the window of the car door rather than at me.
I add, leaning closer to her, close enough to feel her warmth and for her hair to kiss against me with the upcoming gust, “I lied to you and you lied to me. Now we’re lying to each other.”
I hate myself in this moment, for daring to lead her into this path. But the other path is away from me. I want her close, I need her as close to me as I can have her.
Her hazel eyes swirl with a mix of emotions. Complicated and in broken disarray, the amber colors bleeding into one another, but each still visible and adding to the beauty of her gaze.
“I don’t love you.” She shakes her head as the statement leaves her. Her body consciously denying the very words she speaks.
“I don’t love you too,” I repeat.
She’s searching. Trying to figure out whether or not I’m lying to her and I don’t know what she’ll find. I don’t know if I’m even capable of loving anymore. Not the way she needs. Not the way she deserves.
Before she can find whatever truth there is, I crash my lips against hers, letting go of the door to pull her into my arms. Her soft lips melt as I deepen the kiss. Her small hands reach up to push against my chest, but instead she quickly fists my coat and pulls me in even closer.
With a swift glide of my tongue against the seam of her lips, she parts them for me and lets me in. In the middle of the empty sidewalk, I pour everything into that kiss, holding her body against mine. Letting her feel what it is that I have. Maybe she can feel what I have for her. Maybe she’ll know it better than I can.
I can feel her heart pound against her chest, maybe hating my own, maybe needing another to commiserate with.





BETHANY
The quiet is uncomfortable. Or maybe it’s just my thoughts filling up the silence that are uncomfortable. Every second, I go through an entire day. Each day since Jenny’s gone missing, even worse when she was found dead, and then each day that Jase tore through the shambles of my life.
That’s what the mind does when placed in a quiet room.
His bedroom is a subdued masculinity. A calming presence that begs me to lie down and sink into the plush linens. But then… the thoughts come back. The memories. The what-ifs.
Sitting on the edge of his bed, I focus on the chaos that used to be. The Rockford Center kept me busy, kept me going. And I miss it.
I miss my patients. Marky Lindgren in particular. He always had a story to tell. Sometimes the patients are violent. Sometimes they’re vile with what they say. Sometimes all they do is cry, and I keep reminding myself of what I’d tell them when they apologized.
“You’re having a moment and you can have as many as you need.”
People mourn differently. Funny how on this side of it all, I find my own advice something to ignore. I don’t need moments; I need a way forward.
And that’s why I miss Marky. Marky’s a liar and he spins stories about the other patients to occupy his time. I remember one night he told me how the male patient at the end of the hall had slept with one of the patients that had just been admitted.
He said it so confidently, so seriously, I almost believed him.
And then he told me how she just had to break it off with her husband who was in room 3B. But the man in 3B wasn’t going to let her go without a fight and that’s what all the commotion was about. Why everyone was crying and yelling.
He said it was a love triangle and then he added… the man at the end of the hall would be fine with a threesome, but he’d never admit it to the woman. I shake my head remembering how he said it, baiting me and waiting for a response I didn’t give him.
Each time someone would walk past his room, he’d create a dialogue on what they thought of the adulteress and the sordid affair that never took place. Some of his comments made me genuinely laugh.
The first time I let the smile show on my face, he laughed and then I with him.
He would break up the time with stories that didn’t matter, stories you could get lost in. I let myself get lost in them too, because the man in 3B was always angry due to having Alzheimer’s and not knowing why he was there. And the man at the end of the hall was violent because he wanted to end it all and we had to strap him down to keep him from doing just that. All over a job he’d lost. It was just a job and just an income. But the debt was too much for him to bear.
Real life didn’t matter in Marky’s stories though, and amid the chaos, the rounds of delivering pills and checking on patients, Marky’s stories made some horrific days tolerable.
No matter how bad the days got though, going home I felt accomplished, needed, and like the chaos was worth it.
The man at the end of the hall found a way out of the hole he’d dug himself with bankruptcy. The man in 3B remembered some of the best times of his life when his family came and they’d just come two weeks ago before I was told to go on leave; it made all the difference for him.
I still don’t know about the woman who just came in. She’s not from around here and we were told to keep her “attendance” – as they called it – private.
I wasn’t even given her full name, only initials.
I miss the chaos, I miss Marky’s stories, I even miss my boss and the bullshit rotating schedule. I miss my mind being occupied.
Right now, in the quietness of Jase’s bedroom, I’d prefer to be in the halls of the Rockford Center, wondering what everyone else’s story is and helping them with their tales, rather than having to face my own.
A creak in the hall catches my attention. A sputtering in my chest echoes to the pit of my stomach. “Jase?” I call out when the door doesn’t open.
It’s his own bedroom, so if he wanted to come in, surely he would.
But the door doesn’t open and I’m left staring at a doorknob I haven’t dared touch and wondering what the fuck I’m doing.
Neither of us spoke last night really. Which is for the best. I don’t trust the words coming out of my mouth when he’s near me.
So we didn’t speak, apart from the necessary details.
Half a bottle of zinfandel, a full dish of chicken parmesan, and a soft pillow in a quiet house, with the firm chest at my back of a man who says he’ll keep me safe… and I fell asleep. A deep sleep, one where you don’t move and you don’t dream, because your body sleeps just as heavily as your mind.
That’s the kind of sleep I had and then I woke up to a note from Jase, letting me know that he’d be back later tonight and to “make myself comfortable.”
I’ve been torn and now I’m breaking down. If I were at work right now, visitors might think I should be in one of the rooms, rather than in my scrubs holding a tray of medication to dish out.
Do I love Jase? I don’t know. It’s easy to want love when you’re hurting. It’s easy to hold on to anything that could fill the void pain has caused. I don’t know what’s real, and what’s the product of coping.
Does Jase Cross love me? No. He doesn’t. Not at all.
I think he feels bad for me. It’s all sympathy. The way he looked at me tonight said it all. He feels sorry for me.
It’s such bullshit. But at least I’m safe. All I need to be, right now, is safe.
And that’s the dichotomy I’m supposed to make myself comfortable in.
He left me two rules on the slip of paper as well:
If the door is locked, stay out.
Your handprint opens the front door and the hall door behind the stairwell. Don’t open the hall door at the moment and don’t leave. I’m trusting you.
In other words, stay right where I left you. If I didn’t feel so tired, I’d have my ass out of that front door, and walk in knee-deep snow to some shady hotel I could afford. Just to spite him.
But I’m tired. All the sleep in the world can’t help the type of tired I am.
You may be tired, Bethany Ann Fawn, you may be sad and in a shit position, but you are still a badass. You are not going to take any shit. And those rules Jase left you, those rules that sexy motherfucker thinks he can lay down while trapping you here, those rules can go fuck themselves.
My little pep talk kicks my lips up into a grin and the lyrics to a Pretty Reckless song play in my mind.
Tell them it’s good. Tell them okay, but don’t do a goddamn thing they say.
It’s been my life’s motto. Nothing’s going to change that.
My first move is to push the curtains in the bedroom as far open as I can. They’re heavy and the sky is full of white fog, not offering much light at all. I think it’s the winter that’s gotten me so down, at least it’s part of the reason. The season can take some of this blame.
With a little more light in his too-dark-even-with-the-light-on bedroom, I go drawer by drawer. I don’t find anything interesting. Socks, neatly folded in a row. Same with his ties. I let my fingers linger over them, feeling the silk and wondering how he could even choose a tie like this, given the patterns are hidden this way.
I finally find a drawer that’s mostly empty; it only houses two pairs of jeans I’m able to put in his undershirt drawer, which is filled with white and black cotton undershirts… and now two pairs of jeans.
All of my things don’t even fill the drawer: two pairs of PJs, a pair of sweats, a pair of jeans and a few tops. It’s everything that was in my clean laundry basket. I have a closet full of clothes, but I wear these garments over and over again. What can I say? I like what I like and I damn well like to be comfortable.
The toiletries are next, but there’s not a space in the medicine cabinet, nor under the sink. I’m able to clear room in the linen closet and shamelessly rearrange what was under the cabinet, putting most of it in the closet and finding a place for my own things there.
A tightness starts in my abdomen and works its way up every time I peek at the medicine cabinet. The pills are still at my house; the ones I stole from Jase. That’s the only spot available to put anything in there, but I don’t bother to touch anything else in that cabinet.
All in all, I waste about an hour. That’s all the time I could fill. Then I’m back to staring at the doorknob, wondering when Jase will be back, wondering if I should leave, if I should go. All the wondering that drives me mad.
The clouds shift behind me, as does the faint light in the room. A band of white light shines across the room until it lands on my purse. It’s only then that I realize my phone is probably dead since I haven’t charged it.
As I’m rummaging for it, I take out The Coverless Book. I have no right to feel betrayed by it, but I do. Jase’s charger on his nightstand works for my phone and once it comes to life, I stare at a blank screen. No missed calls and no missed texts.
I call the Center, keeping the phone plugged in and sitting on the edge of Jase’s side of the bed. I’m given the voicemail before the second ring occurs. They shunted me there intentionally. If they were just going to ignore me, why bother calling yesterday?
I listen to the voicemail message far too long before hanging up. I have no one right now. No one.
The only people waiting for me, are the fictional characters in The Coverless Book.





JASE
I could hardly focus on the update from Carter this morning. Romano’s planning something judging by how he’s moving storage units and Carter thinks he might take off, so we have to strike now if we want a chance at getting him before he leaves. He said Officer Walsh has members of the FBI in town, something about them being involved with Romano’s indictment. They’re all over him and watching his every move, which makes it impossible for us to do a damn thing.
I couldn’t focus on anything he was telling me in his office. All I could think about was how Bethany had wrapped her arms around me in the middle of her sleep. She clung to me without knowing, nestling her head against my chest. I could live a thousand lives in that single moment.
All I could picture was how serene she looked in her sleep. All throughout the conversation with Carter and all throughout the drive to the club.
If she knew her sister was still alive, she wouldn’t sleep like that. If she finds out I knew and I didn’t tell her, she wouldn’t cling to me like she had last night.
I only have one lead that could change the course of where this is all going. One chance, one moment, to hold on to Bethany like I want to. One lead, who’s waiting for me just beyond the glowing red lights of the sign ahead of me.
The Red Room isn’t just a cover. It’s not just for laundering and meetups. Just like the storage shed behind it isn’t exactly what it looks like. It’s inconspicuous, large and organized with wide open spaces. Everything clearly seen on first glance when you walk into the storage shed which measures forty feet on each side. I demand it be kept clean and tidy. So anyone looking for any hint of it being anything other than a place to keep the extra bottles of liquor and tables would know at first glance there’s nothing else here.
Unless they opened the safe and found the secret door in the back of it. It leads to a winding iron staircase, down to a long hall in the basement with a vault door to a room.
The skinny hallway that leads to the room reminds me of the old warehouse I’d sneak off to when I was a boy. Back when I needed to be alone and get away. It was quiet, and offered the comfort of both safety and a place to simply be alone.
The room in that basement exists for one purpose. And one purpose only.
The men who find themselves here aren’t feeling the security I did when I was younger and hiding in the warehouse.
No, the men who end up in this room are here to die, although they would say and do anything to believe that they’ll get out of here still breathing.
The vault door opens with a slow, plaintive cry. It’s heavy and made of thick steel. With Seth behind me, we enter the room comprised of four smooth concrete walls. It’s soundproof and the floors are made of steel grids with a drain in the center of the room.
There’s no furniture in the room, save an old iron chair bolted to the floor over the drain. I bring everything I need with me each time.
This time I’ve brought a pair of hedge clippers, the kind most people use for their gardens. They’re in my back pocket, as is my pocket knife.
The muffled screams that come from behind the balled cloth in Luke Stevens’s mouth fill the room as the two of us walk in.
His skin’s paler and almost gray in this light than it was in the video we had of him and another man talking about where Marcus wanted Jenny Parks delivered. That’s the word that came out of his mouth. Delivered. As if she were only an object to be shipped off.
The steel cuffs leave bright red marks around his wrists and ankles, along with a trail of dried blood as he wrestles with his restraints, still screaming. Like it would do him any good to fight.
My nostrils flare with the stench of piss in the damp underground as I get a few feet from him and then look to my right to ask Seth, “How long?”
“Twelve hours now.”
He stands closer to the prisoner than I do. We have a system that works. When something works, you don’t fuck it up. He knows that and he stands where he always does, just behind the subject of our interrogation, where he can’t be seen.
Crouching in front of Luke, a man who may know where Jenny is, I look into his dark eyes, taking in how dilated they are. Wondering what the hell he’s on.
“You think twelve hours is enough?” I ask Seth and he shrugs. Luke struggles to look behind him, and his ass comes off the chair just slightly, but the chain wrapped around his waist keeps him down.
Standing up straighter, I pull the clippers from my back pocket and unlock them to look at the blade. “They’re dull,” I comment as if I didn’t notice before.
“They’ll still work,” Seth says and this time he places a hand on either side of the back of the chair, close enough to Luke so our victim notices, but still not touching him.
I can imagine how Luke’s heart races, how the adrenaline takes over. The fight or flight response failing him and every instinct in his body screaming for him to beg. Just like he’s screaming now, behind the old shirt shoved in his mouth. Seth’s silent and that’s how he’ll stay until I ask him if there’s any reason not to kill the man in the chair.
“Take it out.” On my command, Seth removes the shirt from Luke’s mouth, ripping the duct tape across his skin in a swift motion. The bright pink skin left behind marks where the tape once laid.
“I didn’t do it,” Luke screams immediately. Even as the pain tears through him and he’s forced to wince, he continues to plead. “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it. I didn’t fuck with you guys.”
“Jenny Parks,” I say quietly, and it’s all I say. Realization dawns on the man that he did, in fact, do it. He fucked with us. And it shuts him up, although his bottom lip still quivers.
There’s a knowing look of fear in his eyes. The lack of an exhale, the stale gaze he gives me. “You know her name.”
His mouth closes before he speaks and he visibly swallows.
“Every time you hesitate, I take something from you,” I tell him easily, crouched in front of him and waiting for him to acknowledge what I’ve said.
The second his mouth opens to speak, I grip his hand, choosing his pointer first. The clank of the cuffs and his protests mix in the damp air that still smells like piss. Seth does his part, shoving the shirt in the man’s mouth as I clamp down on the clippers. My left hand keeps the other fingers bent, stopping them from interfering. My right hand closes the blades around his pointer. The flesh cuts easily; blood flows just as easily as he lets out a high-pitched muffled scream, but the bone I have to break away from the ligament first before it’s cleanly gone.
I take a half step back, watching the blood pour from where his finger was moments ago. It streams out steadily and more blood creeps from under the metal cuffs that keep him held down as he struggles. Seth keeps his hand over the shirt, and watches Luke’s face turn bright red, struggling to breathe, screaming with everything he has in him.
His chest heaves. But it never lasts long. The screaming is only temporary. Just like the hesitation and the lies.
“I’ve done this a few times, Mr. Stevens,” I comment as I wipe the blade on his dark blue denim jeans. Although he’s stopped screaming, the shirt stays where it is. Seth knows to only remove it once I’m ready for the man to speak.
I let out a heavy exhale and then crouch down in front of him again as I say, “I don’t like to waste my time.” My tone is easy, consoling even as I stare into his bloodshot eyes, noting the desperation that flows from his sweaty skin. I tell him, “I just want answers, and then all of this is over.”
He tries to shriek through the shirt, his neck craning as he more than likely pleads with Seth to remove the gag. The tendons in his neck tense and he keeps it up, which only pisses me off.
“We don’t have time for your comments or questions. Now answer mine. Do you know Jenny Parks?”
With the question asked, Seth removes the rag and the man in the chair stumbles over his words.
“She’s the girl I took to the bridge.” He does well with the first statement, but then he backtracks and barters. My irritation would show, if I weren’t expecting it. After all, I have done this more than a few times. He started off strong, thinking it was a negotiation, but the tilt of my head changed his tone to one of a beggar.
“If I tell you everything… will you just let me go? Please! I’ll tell you everything!”
I stare at the clippers and take in a breath. A single breath waiting for more information and then my gaze moves to Luke, my eyebrows raising in warning.
He looks to his left quickly, as if anything is there. He tries to get up as if the cuffs had disappeared. What he doesn’t do, is give me the information I need.
The shirt is shoved back into his mouth and his ring finger goes next, leaving the middle finger on his left hand easily available for the next time I need to prove a point.
Tears leak from the man’s eyes and his cries turn morbid as he mourns his mistake. I feel… I feel nothing but anger for him. Anger I don’t show.
“Mr. Stevens, I read your file. You killed your mistress and then your wife. Or no,” I feign a correction as I keep eye contact with Seth, not the man I’m determined to kill tonight. “Was it his wife first and then his mistress?”
“You’ve got it a little wrong, Boss,” Seth tells me casually, the shirt still balled up in Luke’s mouth, even though he’s only crying, no longer screaming. “It was his sister and then his wife.”
“No mistress then?”
Seth shakes his head in time with a sputtering of heaving coughs from Luke. “They stole his dope, or something like that.” I stoop in front of the man and ask him, “Is that right?”
He’s nodding his head even before the shirt’s taken from him. As the damp cloth leaves his mouth, he nearly chokes trying to speak too soon. With a quick intake of air he explains himself. “They were going to take it all.”
“Oh,” I say and nod in understanding. “I see.” Again I wipe the blades of the clippers on Luke’s jeans. He glances down and then his head falls back as he tries desperately not to cry again.
“And you took Jenny Parks.”
“I didn’t take her!” He shakes his head as he denies what I said. And I wait a fraction of a second for him to explain. Which he does this time, the information flowing from his lips. “She wanted to go to Marcus. I was dropping her off! I was just supposed to drop her off at the bridge!”
“What bridge?”
“On Fifth and Park. The overpass.” He nearly says more, but stops himself. With a knowing look I lean forward, but he continues. Just barely in time. “It’s where I do all the drops for Marcus.” His pale skin turns nearly white and his voice lowers. “Every three weeks or so, I have a pickup from out of state and a drop-off at the bridge. He gives an address. I go, pick up the unmarked package and drop it off at the bridge. A few weeks ago, he gave a name instead of an address. He told me to go to her, and to tell her Marcus was ready.”
I can feel my brow pinch and a crease deepen in my forehead as I ask, “Do you know what he wanted with her?”
“No!” His head shakes violently with the answer. “I just had to pick her up and drop her off. That’s all!”
“And what about the other drops?” I question him. “You ever take a peek at what’s inside?”
Instead of answering, he swallows. Poor fucker.
His cry this time isn’t at all like the last two. Seth covers his mouth as Luke’s head falls back, and his middle finger drops to the grated floor alongside the other two severed extremities.
“Please, please.” I know that’s what he’s saying behind the gag. Please, stop. I’ve heard it so many times in my life.
But in this world, there is no stopping.
I take a moment, wondering how he killed his wife. How he looked her in the eyes and stabbed her to death. Fourteen stab wounds. His sister was a gunshot to the back of the head. That one, that type of kill sounds like someone who stole from him. But fourteen stab wounds… that’s anger. The twin sister of passion.
When Seth removes the shirt, Luke’s head hangs heavy in front of him. He sucks in air like he’s been going without it for too long. I could change that, but that’s not in my favor.
“I want answers, Luke.”
“Drugs. Lots of them. That’s what the packages were.”
“What kind of drugs?” I ask and for the first time, I grit my teeth, letting him hear the frustration.
He doesn’t answer immediately and I stand up straighter, quickly gripping the hair at the back of his head and pulling it back so I can bring the clippers to his throat.
Seth takes a step back and I can feel his eyes on me, knowing this isn’t the way it goes down. I couldn’t give two shits about that right now.
“Heroin, coke, pot, you name it.” Luke’s answers are strained with his throat stretched out.
“And sweets?” I ask him.
The dumb fuck tries to nod and the blade slips across his skin. It’s only a scratch, one he probably can’t even feel with all the other pain rushing through him.
“Marcus doesn’t need to deal. What’s he doing with it?” I ask as I release him, turning my back to him and taking a few steps away to calm down.
“I don’t know,” is Luke’s first answer but before I can even fully turn around the words rush out of him. “I think it’s experiments and setups. He needs the drugs for planting them and I think a month or so ago, that deputy who OD’d? I think that was Marcus.”
He insists he doesn’t know after that, giving examples that he thinks Marcus may be responsible for, but not saying for sure that his guesses are true.
“You were in it for the money?” I question and to my surprise, the man shakes his head.
“At first… but then I wanted to be in with him. I wanted a place on his team.”
The last sentence brings a chill to flow over my skin. “His team?”
Luke nods once. “I wanted to work with him.”
“Marcus works alone,” I tell him and he actually laughs. It’s a sad, sick kind of laugh that graces his lips for only a fraction of a second, but then he shakes his head, looking me in the eyes. “That’s not what Jenny said. She said he needed her. That she was going to make things right with Marcus.”
“And what did you think that meant?” I ask him, feeling a frigid bite taking over my limbs. It grows colder and colder.
“That he was giving her an in to control it all.”
“Control it all? You think that’s what Marcus does?”
With hope fleeing Luke’s eyes, he nods. “He has an army.”
“And you think that’s what Jenny was there for? To be in his army?” I ask him, getting closer to him.
He nods.
“Do you know anyone else in his army?”
He slowly shakes his head. “But she told me that’s what she was doing. She said she was joining his army.”
An army of men working under Marcus. I share a look with Seth and he shrugs but doesn’t look so sure.
“I’m not convinced,” I say offhandedly and Luke’s body jolts up as his voice raises. He’s adamant it’s the truth. All the while he continues to spill his thoughts that mean nothing to me, I consider what he’s saying. There’s simply no way Marcus would trust anyone to be involved with his plans.
“So what’s he doing with Jenny then?” I raise my gaze to the now silent Luke Stevens. “What is he going to do with her?”
“I don’t know. All I know is that I dropped her off securely. I held up my end of the bargain.”
“And what did you get in return?” I ask him. He hesitates, but I don’t bother removing anything else from him.
“Money,” he finally answers. “Four grand.”
“Is there anything else we should ask him?” I direct my question to Seth, who merely shakes his head before suffocating the man with his shirt.
Luke fights to breathe, but it’s useless. It takes a few minutes and still Seth keeps the shirt over his face when Luke’s body is motionless for another minute longer.
“You think he’ll keep her alive?” I ask Seth once the rustling and muted screams have settled to silence.
“To start an army?”
I shake my head and agree with the expression on his face. That it’s unrealistic for Marcus to have an army. It may have been what he led her to believe, but there is no army.
“Any reason at all that he’d keep her alive,” I answer him.
“Marcus doesn’t do loose ends.” Seth’s answer causes a chill to travel down the back of my neck. The feeling of loss and failure intertwine and wrap around my throat as I ask him, “What am I going to tell Bethany?”
His answer is simple and I already know it’s what I should do, even if it’s not what she’d want. “Nothing. Don’t bring her into this any more than she already is.”





BETHANY
The Coverless Book plays tricks on me. I was certain Emmy’s mother would fire the caretaker for poisoning her daughter. But she says it’s only medicine that was poured into the soup. With the bottle in her hand, the mother does nothing but reprimand Emmy. She doesn’t look any deeper into it. She only tells Jake that he’s out of line and that Miss Caroline did nothing wrong. Emmy begs her mother to hire someone else and fire Miss Caroline, all to no avail.
Hate consumes me. For the women who are supposed to protect and love Emmy. And for the situation the young girl is in.
I read about how Jake is no longer welcome on the property, but Emmy sneaks out to see him, refusing to go on with life as she has been.
She doesn’t eat what Caroline cooks so Caroline stops cooking for her altogether, crying outside of the kitchen all while Emmy cries in her bedroom and her mother does God knows what.
It’s only at night that anything seems right. Only when Emmy climbs out of her bedroom window to meet Jake. It’s the two of them against the world.
There’s a passage that makes me feel alive, a passage that warms everything in my body.
“Take my hand and trust me,” he tells her. “I promise to save you, because I love you.”
That’s what you do when you love someone, he said. You save them.
And that’s where I had to stop.
Three more sentences are underlined. I don’t have my journal with me though to add them to the list. It’s useless to add them anyway. I’ve accepted that there’s no message buried in the lines. Maybe Jenny just wanted me to read the story. Maybe she fell in love with Emmy and Jake like I have. So many maybes and questions that will never be answered.
I lay the book on its pages, so I don’t lose where I’m at. I have to rub my eyes, and take a break after reading the last line I underlined, the line Emmy’s mother told Jake. Hope is a long way of saying goodbye. It’s in the book.
The words I gave to her, she saw it here. I wonder when she read it. Which came first. Not that it matters. None of it matters anymore.
I don’t know why I bother to keep reading when it only makes me sad inside. When I know there’s no message buried beneath the black and white letters.
It makes no sense at all, either, that I reach out to the phone to text Miranda, Jenny’s friend who gave me the book.
I want to text Jenny and I’m conscious of that. I nearly do. I nearly text her, Why this book? What did you want me to get from it?
I’m not that crazy yet, so I text Miranda instead. Or maybe that makes me crazier. I’m not sure anymore.
Thank you for giving me the book.
It takes a minute before my phone vibrates in my hand with a response. Bethany?
Of course she wouldn’t know it’s me. Feeling foolish, I answer her, Yes, I’m sorry to message, I just wanted to make sure I’d thanked you.
You should know, when I saw her with that book and she was underlining it…. She said you would understand better then. She said you’d be happy.
I’d be happy?
Miranda is no one to me. I’d have been just fine never seeing her again… until my sister died. That changed so many things. She’s a person I would never confide in, yet here I am, not hesitating to bleed out my every thought and emotion without recourse into a stream of texts. I’m anything but happy. Maybe if she was truly invincible, I’d be better.
Feeling the need to explain, I follow up my messages. Sorry, it’s a line in the book. She keeps saying she’s invincible.
I stare at her next message, reading it over and over. So that’s where she got it… she was saying that for a while before she packed.
Packed? I think to myself. Why would she have packed? Jenny didn’t tell me that before.
I text her back, Where did she go?
Her answer is immediate. I thought she went home to you. She didn’t tell me where. I just assumed she was going back to you because she said she needed help.
Jenny always said she wanted help, but she didn’t really mean it. She only said it to get me off her back. It was always lies she told me.
But maybe that day, she was coming home. Maybe she finally wanted to get better. It’s the sliding doors of life. If only one thing had changed, everything would be different. Maybe she was coming back home. Maybe that’s when they got her. Maybe I was only minutes away from being back with her and they tore her from me.
I drop the phone onto the nightstand, not bothering to reply anymore.
Hating all the maybes, all the possibilities that could have, should have happened.
Everything stills for a moment, going out of focus. As if forcing me to embrace only one thing: She’s gone. My sister is gone. My sister is gone, and I have nothing left. No one left but a man who I know is bad for me and one who will never love me.
The first tear that comes, I thought I could control. I can feel the telltale prickle, and how the back of my throat suddenly goes dry in that way that I know it’s coming. I think I can keep it from slipping with a single long, deep breath. I think I can stop it and be just fine. I don’t need a moment.
I thought so wrong. The first sob comes and in its wake and my failure to control it, heaving ugly sobs come bearing down on me. They’re reckless, and unwarranted. Turning to my side, I bury my head in the pillow, wishing I could suffocate the sniveling wails that come from me without any consent at all.
I hate crying. I’ve always hated it.
The tears are hotter and larger as they slip down my heated face. Falling to my chin just below where my bottom lip quivers.
Jenny is gone. Such a simple thing, something I deal with constantly in work and have dealt with all my life. She’s gone and there’s nothing I can do about it.
The nightmares aren’t real. She isn’t hiding somewhere waiting for me to save her.
The book is only words; there’s no deeper message within. It’s only words, meaningless like Jase said they were.
It all means nothing.
I have nothing and I feel like nothing just the same. But why does nothing hurt so much? Why does it hurt this bad when you give up hope?
Something must find its way into hope’s place in your heart. And that something feels like burning knives that keep stabbing me. I just want it all to stop. I want this chapter to end. Fuck, I need it to end. I can’t live like this. I can’t live in constant, all-consuming pain with nowhere to run.
Jenny, I hate you for leaving me. I hate you, but even hating you doesn’t make the pain stop. I still love you and I don’t think love can exist without hope.
It’s funny how I cling to something that’s not there. That I have faith that I’ll see her again in another life. Or that if I somehow bring her justice, she’ll know. That it will mean something to her, even if she’s not here.
Settling back into the pillow, I lie there tired and feeling like I’m drowning. I start to think that it’s okay to drown, that I shouldn’t fight it anymore. I’m scared of what will happen when I stop fighting though. What happens when I sink lower and lower into the cold darkness?
That’s the imagery that meets me in my sleep.
   
Jenny

IT’S ALMOST BEEN A MONTH. Every day drags, achingly slowly. Every second wanting me to suffer more and more. It’s worse than what I thought it would be. The nausea and shaking. I can’t get over how cold I am all the time here.
There’s nothing but cinder block walls and a mattress on the floor. If I could think for a moment, I’d remember where I am, but I don’t remember. I can barely stand up without vomiting.
My bare knees scrape on the floor as I brace myself. The floor feels damp at first, like it’s wet, but the palms of my hands are dry. Rocking my body back and forth, I try to just breathe through the aching pain, the sweating, the constant moving thoughts that only stay still when I see her. That’s the only time everything settles, but it falls into the darkness where I hate myself for what I’ve done and what I’ve become.
The rumbling happens again, the gentle shaking of the light above my head. I’m not crazy. It’s real. The room shakes every so often.
He told me I could sleep through it. Weeks of sleeping while my body goes through withdrawal. He said he’d take care of me, that I had a purpose in this world.
He said he’d help me. Marcus can’t help me through this though. No one can help me. No one can save me from where my mind goes when I lie down.
I can’t sleep anymore. Bethany’s there every time I close my eyes and I feel sicker and full of guilt. I can’t sleep through this, knowing what I did to her. What I sacrificed to be here.
“It’ll all be worth it.”
My eyes whip up to his when I hear his voice. “It hurts,” is all I can say and I feel pathetic. Hurts isn’t adequate. “I feel like I’m dying.” The sentence is pulled from me, slowly, as it drags too. Everything drags so slowly.
“A part of you is dying.” His voice holds no emotion, no remorse, no sympathy. It’s only matter of fact. “And that’s a good thing.”
My head nods although I don’t know that I agree. Some moments I do. Some moments I just want it to end. I know what would make it all stop; I know a needle would make it go away. I nearly beg for it, but the last time I did, he left me alone in here. “I thought it would only be weeks,” I tell him, gripping on to that thread of a thought.
“It has only been weeks.”
Shaking my head violently and then hating the spinning that comes after, I grip the sides of my head and rock again, trying to settle.
His voice carries softly to me, as if it’s rocking me as well, “It’s been close to a month. It’s almost over. Just sleep.”

“I DON’T WANT TO SLEEP!” I scream at him, the words clawing up my throat and scarring the tender flesh on their way out.
“Then don’t.” His answer is simple. In the dark corner of the room, he sits and watches. That’s what he does. He observes. That’s not what Beth would do. Licking the cracked skin on my bottom lip, I remember how she always had to be there, always involved, always telling me what I was doing wrong.
I wish I’d listened to her.
My rocking turns gentle just thinking about her.
“You said you’d tell her I was okay.”
“I said I’ll make sure she finds out.” He corrects me sharply.
“Did she see it? The note Jeremy left for her?” His gaze meets mine when I say the name, we’re not supposed to say each other’s names. I know it’s Jeremy though. He came in here to check on me the first few days. It had to be him because of the bandage on his chin.
Jeremy told me what Marcus did to his chin though. He said it was necessary and that’s how I know it was him in the video Marcus showed me.
Jeremy’s scar is not nearly as bad of a fate as what Luke would endure. Marcus said he deserved it. That it was meant to happen and to only tell him certain things. I listened; I was a good girl, but I regret it all right now. I want it all to stop. “Please,” I whimper, “make it stop.”
“It will stop in time and your sister will know in time.” My sister. Bethany. I need her to know. “Things are going according to plan.”
I comment, feeling hollow inside, “I just need her to know.”
“Go to sleep, Jennifer.” He knows the only person to call me Jennifer was my mother. I told him to stop, but all he says is that it’s my name.
“I feel guilty,” I confess to him as shivers run down my arms. I don’t know why. Maybe because there is no judgment from him, only truth and facts no matter how cold and callous they are.
“You should,” is his only answer.
“When will she know that I’m okay?” My eyes burn searching for him in the dark corner.
“That depends on something I can no longer predict.”
“On what?” I ask him, feeling a new pain run down the seam of my chest.
“Jase Cross.”





JASE
Some days, bad shit happens.
Some days you take a loss.
Other days, like today, the puzzle pieces to the overall bigger picture form and you can feel the bad shit and losses preparing to come. It’s like watching it all tumble around you.
It’s all I can think on the drive back home. That’s it falling, everything is going to fall and I’m not sure how to stop it.
As I turn right onto the long gravel road, I feel the vibrations in the car and remember the footage played for Seth and me in the back room after we took care of Luke Stevens.
Declan finally got hold of video from a coffee shop’s security feed of their parking lot that showed a section of the graveyard.
A young prick with a bandage covering half of his face snuck up on us and we had no fucking clue. He was right there, hiding behind the car and then at the windshield when the cop car came into view and I was focusing on that, rather than on him tucking a note in the wipers. He hid, crouched down by the wheel, but I should’ve seen his hand, I should have seen him walking up in the rearview by the tree line. I should have seen, but I didn’t.
Marcus may truly be building an army; an army of faceless men like this prick. An army I don’t have names for.
Seth’s taking care of the surveillance at the bridge Luke mentioned. We have eyes everywhere, watching and waiting. But in order to see what’s going on, something has to happen. Something has to fall. And I need names and faces to recognize.
The only one I have right now is Jenny Parks.
“Shit.” The curse falls from my mouth as I pull up to my driveway to the estate, seeing the cop car in plain view. Officer Walsh is standing off to the right of the yard, looking out into the woods.
Just what I fucking need.
It’s one thing after another. With the rise of adrenaline, my gaze instinctively goes to the second story window on the right, the curtains wide open, but Bethany nowhere to be found.
As I park the car and the faint music I wasn’t listening to shuts off, a thought passes through me: She wouldn’t have called him. There’s no way he’s here because of her.
With the car door opening, the bitter air hits me and it only makes the sweat on my skin feel hotter.
“Officer Walsh,” I call out, and my voice carries through the cold air. That’s all I say to greet him, walking steadily past the cars to the yard where he stays put. He rocks on his heels as I slip my keys into my pocket. “Anything I can help you with?” I ask when I’m close enough to him.
“Beautiful view,” he comments, taking his gaze back to the forest.
With the thin layer of snow and the white fog along the tree line, it’s eerily beautiful.
I don’t bother to comment, or to play with his niceties. If she called him, if she wanted to break me like that, get it over with. So I can deal with her and fix this shit.
She wouldn’t do that, I think as I swallow, shoving both my hands in my pockets. The moment I glance at the trees, Officer Walsh finally looks back at me.
“I thought maybe if I told you something, you could tell me something,” he says, and then clears his throat. A look crosses his face like he doesn’t know if he’s making the right move. Curiosity sneaks up on me and I give him a small nod as I say, “You first.”
“My last case in New York… I failed to save a girl. She’s all right now… but I didn’t protect her like I should’ve. It’s why I asked for reassignment. I failed her.”
He doesn’t look at me when he talks, so I take in every bit of his expression. Noting the sincerity in his voice. But wondering how good of a liar this prick is.
“She moved back here. Close to here, anyway.”
“That why you’re here?” I ask him. “Are you looking for her?”
“No, not looking,” he answers me but still doesn’t look at me. “I know where she is.”
A breeze rushes by, causing his coat to slip open for a moment. His badge shows, just as the gun in his holster is on display for the moment. He shifts and buttons up his coat as he talks.
“I’m looking for someone else. A man named Marcus. He’s the one who saved her.” He rolls his shoulder back as he says “saved” and a grimace mars his face. “He’s the one who got her out of that mess.” His gaze finally meets mine when he adds, “He got her into it though. He used her, and then claims to have saved her.”
His jaw clenches and an anger I haven’t seen from him is left unchecked. It’s evident in the way his shoulders tense, plus the way he breathes out heavily. And in his voice when he says, “Marcus put her through a hell that I can’t even imagine surviving.”
Emotion drenches his confession and I can feel the vendetta that wages war in his eyes.
“What is it you want from me?”
“I want Marcus.” His answer is immediate. “Anything you have on him.”
I swallow, hesitating and Officer Walsh shakes his head with disgust. “You know him. I know you do. I’ve read the files and all the paperwork. For a decade or more, you and your brothers’ names have been right there along with his.”
“Sure,” I tell him, “Names on paperwork. But Marcus doesn’t have a face, he doesn’t have a number to call, he doesn’t have a location. There’s not a damn thing I can give you on Marcus.” I’m surprised by the resentment that laces itself around every sentence that’s spoken.
“If I could hand over Marcus to you, I would. Because I don’t know what he’s thinking or why he does the shit he does,” I say with finality, and then question my own statement.
Officer Walsh considers me for a long moment, maybe waiting for more.
“I don’t have anything for you, Officer.”
“If you’re not with me, you’re against me,” he responds lowly. “You know that?”
“Words to live by,” I comment with a nod and this time I’m the one staring off into the woods.
“If you do find something, would you even consider telling me?” he asks and I can feel his eyes burning into me.
“I wish you all the luck in the world,” I tell him and then breathe in deep, debating on answering his question truthfully, lying or simply not answering at all. I settle for the last option and ask him, “Is there anything else I can help you with?”
   
“WHAT’S THAT?” That’s the first thing Bethany says to me as I set the large cardboard box down in the middle of the bedroom. She didn’t respond when I walked in; she remained under the covers, in the same position she was in when I left.
Her brunette hair tumbles down her body as she raises herself off the bed. Off my bed. That knowledge does something to me, as does the white light from the open curtains kissing her skin.
“Did I wake you?” I ask her rather than answering her question. The look of sleep plays on her face, making me eager to get in bed with her. As she sits up, crossing her legs in bed and pulling the covers into her lap, her baggy sleepshirt falls off her shoulder and she has to readjust it.
“Only for a minute I think. It’s been hard getting to sleep,” she answers as I climb into bed, and it groans with her words.
“Just a single minute?” I tease her, wanting to put a smile on her face. She gives me a small one, accompanied with the roll of her eyes. It’s my cue to lean forward, taking a single kiss from her. She’s still guarded, still giving me questioning gazes and still stiff when I reach out and place my hand on her thigh.
Tucking her hands into her lap she doesn’t answer me, she only shrugs and then those hazel eyes look up at me, peeking through her thick lashes.
“I went to your place,” I say to change the subject, getting off the bed to go to the box and needing to get away from the look in her eyes.
I grab the pills out of the box. They’re years old; we don’t even make sweets in the pill form anymore. But I would never throw this bottle away. “I thought you may want some more of your things. Grabbed some mugs, your throw blanket, stuff like that.”
She says thank you softly and then clears her throat to say it again louder.
“You brought my mugs?” she questions me with her brow furrowed and it only makes her look cuter. Her legs are bare as she makes her way to the box, the t-shirt stopping just past her ass.
“You have a lot of them on the counter with that box of tea.” I shrug as I sit on the bed, watching her go through the box and staring at her ass as she does. “Thought you’d like them.”
She takes a few things out of the box, setting them on my dresser behind her and lining up her computer, charger and a few other things in a row.
“Why are you like this?”
Her question catches me off guard. “Like what?”
“Why are you trying to make me happy… I don’t understand what you want from me.”
I would be frustrated if she wasn’t genuinely curious. “Did you expect me to keep you here with nothing of your own?”
“I don’t know what to expect,” she says, and the honesty in her voice is raw and transparent.
“Right now, I want you to stop fighting me.”
She smiles wide for the first time since I’ve walked in, staring down at an owl mug in her hand. It’s a sad, soft smile. “Fighting is what I do best though. Came into the world fighting, I’ll leave it that way.”
I can’t help but return the smile to her. “That’s fine with me, cailín tine. Just don’t fight with me.”
“You okay?” she asks me, setting down the mug and stalking over to me. I lean forward and pull her petite body between my legs, resting my hands on the small of her back before I answer her.
“I had a long day.”
I lower my head to rest in the crook of her neck and she does the same. Her lips leave a small kiss that rouses desire from me.
Just as I’m ready to take her, to lay her on the bed and fuck away my problems, she stops me, pulling away to tell me, “I did nothing today.”
“Some days that’s good to do, to just heal and let the world move around you.”
“That’s one way to put it.”
Every ounce of lust dampens, seeing her lack of life. Fire dies when it’s closed off and not allowed to breathe.
I want her to breathe, but she’s suffocating herself.
“Did you go to the kitchenette?” I ask her and she shakes her head.
“I didn’t leave the bedroom.”
“I need to show you around,” I comment, noting that she’s been like this for a few days. Listless. Depressed. “You can’t just lie around and expect to get better.”
“Get better?” she bites back, her eyes flashing with indignation. “There is no ‘getting better,’ Mr. Cross. I’m simply trying to adapt to my new reality and I don’t have a damn thing to distract me.”
She stands up straighter, squaring her shoulders and leaning closer to me. “I may be taking up residence in your bed. I may do all sorts of shit with you I’d never tell a soul I craved so badly, but you,” she points her finger to my chest and then licks her lower lip. The act distracts me and instantly I want to take her, punish her for tempting me. “You can tell me how you want me in bed. You can boss me around while I crawl on all fours for you, I don’t give a fuck.” She shrugs halfheartedly and her shirt slips off her shoulder. She knows what she’s doing to me. The little smirk on her lips dims though when she looks me in the eyes and tells me, “You don’t get to tell me how to live my life.”
“I wasn’t,” I respond and I’m surprised by the sudden change. The hot and cold between us.
“I want you, I’m not afraid to admit that. Even now, when I’m not able to do what I love, I can’t go into work. I’m afraid to go back to my own home,” she admits and swallows, looking anywhere but at me and crosses her arms. “And I’m coming to terms with the fact that everyone in my family has died tragically and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.” She shakes her head.
“Even now, I want you and I love the distraction of you.” Her fingers linger on my chest and she steals a quick kiss before whispering down my neck as she pulls herself away from me. “But you don’t get to tell me what to do or how to mourn. You’d be wise to remember that, Jase.”
That’s my cailín tine. Not hidden deep down, just failing to find a reason to come out. I’ll give her a reason. I can give her that.
“Tell me something,” she says and takes a seat on the black velvet chair next to the dresser. She lays her head back against the wall and pulls her legs into her chest.
“What do you want to know?”
“Who is Angie? What happened to her?”
Surprise lights inside of me, along with dread. “Why are you asking?”
“One time you said I reminded you of someone. Do I remind you of her?”
“She’s not the one you remind me of.” As I answer her, every muscle in my body tightens.
“Is that where you learned to do those things? The fire? With Angie?”
“No,” I answer her again, feeling my throat go dry.
“Well then who the hell is she?” she questions flatly, shaking her head.
“She’s someone who died a while back.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispers and I tell her it’s okay although the tension grows between us.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asks and I shake my head no.
“Everyone dies, Jase, that doesn’t define her as to who she was.” I don’t think Bethany’s aware of the magnitude that her words have. “Who was she?”
“A girl who died because of my mistakes.”
“And I don’t remind you of her?” she questions again, a dullness taking over her gaze.
“No.”
As she goes through the things I brought her, I go to the bathroom, placing the pills where they belong. In the same spot Angie left them. The pills were hers and they’ve been there since the day she died. Not this same medicine cabinet, but the same location. Bottom shelf on the right. That’s where she put them.
The irony isn’t lost on me that Bethany took them. I stare back at myself in the mirror after I close the medicine cabinet and wonder if I should’ve left Beth alone. If I never should have tainted her by knocking on her door almost two weeks ago.
“Well,” she says, sitting up straighter and making her way to the bed behind me. “Since it’s already uncomfortable I might as well tell you, I did some math.”
“Go on,” I tell her when she breathes in deep, pulling the comforter all the way up. I suppose she got cold.
“One hundred dollars every ten minutes. That’s fourteen thousand, four hundred every day. Which would mean the debt is paid in twenty-one days. Not months.”
The semblance of a grunt leaves me and I run my thumb along my bottom lip. The only sweet distraction from this conversation is that her eyes lower, lingering on my lips and her own lips part.
“So if you’re wanting me to stay here,” she starts, staring at my lips as she speaks. Standing up, I walk as she talks, so I can stand across from her. “I want it in writing that the debt won’t exist after twenty more days.”
Leaning against the dresser, I cross my arms and gaze down at her. “You think you earned fourteen thousand dollars yesterday?”
Indignation flashes in her eyes. “The deal was time, nothing else. And I gave you all my time and listened to you.” Her throat tightens as she swallows and my gaze falls to her collarbone and then lower.
“You stay with me for twenty days, which I’m doing to protect you-”
“Which I didn’t ask for.” She’s quick to cut me off. “In fact, I think we can both agree I was resistant but did it because it’s what you wanted.”
“No good deed goes unpunished, huh?”
“It was never my debt,” she rebuts.
Time passes with each of us staring at the other, waiting for the other one to give.
“You listen to everything I say for forty days—”
Again she cuts me off. “Twenty.”
“No fucking way,” I answer her, keeping my voice low. “Sleep doesn’t count as listening to me.”
“Thirty max, including yesterday, so twenty-nine days.” Her voice is strong as she negotiates. I have to focus not to glance down at her breasts and the way they peek up from her crossed arms.
“Twenty-nine days of you doing whatever it is that I want?” I ask her, feeling my cock go rigid. I unzip my pants and let them drop to the floor so she can see.
Color rises from her chest to her cheeks. She swallows, watching me stroke myself as she answers. “Twenty-nine days,” she agrees.
“Get over here and get on your knees.” I barely get the words out before she’s moving, kicking the sheets away so they don’t trip her up.
She takes me into her mouth and I shove my cock in deeper, gripping her hair so I can control it.
Before she can choke, I pull her back and listen to her heave in a breath. She stares up at me with eagerness, her hands grabbing the back of my thighs.
“I’m going to use you and get my money’s worth, cailín tine.”
   
SLEEP’S DRAGGING HER UNDER. I can admit I’m exhausted as well. Not in the same way, but I can’t go to sleep. I don’t want tonight to end.
“I can still feel you,” she whimpers. The sheets rustle between her legs as she moans softly, pushing her head into the pillow and letting the pleasure ring in her blood.
Her eyes are half lidded as she peeks up at me. “Does it feel the same for you?” she asks.
I let the tip of my nose play along her cheek and then nip her earlobe. “Does it feel drawn out to you? Like wave after wave and a single touch would make the next crash on the shore?”
Her eyes close as she breathes in deep and steady.
“Sex certainly changes things, doesn’t it?” I ask her, remembering how only hours ago I worried about where her mind was headed. She hums in agreement.
I pull the sheet down from her chest slowly, exposing her all the way down to her waist. A shudder rolls through her and with a single tug on her nipples, they harden for me.
“Jase,” she murmurs my name.
“I’m not done with you yet,” I tell her and her hazel eyes widen.
“I stored the lighter and alcohol pads in the nightstand yesterday, hoping to play with you this morning, but you were asleep.”
She huffs a small playful laugh as I open the drawer, still lying in bed. “Is that why you said sleeping doesn’t count?”
Keeping one small pad folded, I run it along her closest breast and then pluck the other one, letting the moisture cool on her skin and sparking her nerve endings.
Sweet sounds of rapture slip through her lips as her hands make their way between her legs. She doesn’t touch herself though, not until I tell her, “It’s all right to play with yourself, but be still.”
The fire blanket is in the drawer, I remind myself of that as I flick the lighter, staring at the flame and then gently bringing it to where the ethanol is still lingering on her skin. The flame grows along her skin, licking and turning a brighter yellow, but it’s gone just as quickly as it came. By the time her mouth has parted, the evidence of it is all gone.
“Again,” I tell her, sucking the other nipple into my mouth and running my teeth along her tender flesh before moving back to her right side, wiping the alcohol pad around her areola and then lighting it aflame again.
This time she moans louder, her knees pulling up the sheet that’s puddled around her waist.
“Do you know why I enjoy fire?” I ask her, massaging and pinching her left breast once again.
“Because it’s dangerous,” she answers me softly and I shake my head no.
“Because it’s wild,” I correct her and then do it again, a larger portion this time.
Once the fire’s gone, I grip both her breasts in my hands and run my thumbs over both nipples.
“Which one makes you feel more alive, cailín tine?”





BETHANY
I suppose I was never under the illusion that it was a tit for tat of information. So long as he answers my questions and keeps searching for answers I’ll never be able to find, I’ll willingly warm his bed.
In fact, I have little to no objection to it at all.
It’s obvious I’m a fool, that I have no grip on reality, let alone my own mind. I feel like I’m losing it to be honest. What’s the point in trying to stay afloat in the middle of the deep dark ocean when there’s no land in sight? I could fight it, and I feel like I have, like I’m exhausted from fighting to stay above water. Or I can fall into Jase’s arms, and let him hold me for a moment.
Fear plays a small part, but it’s shocking how small a part it is.
Someone is after me, and this arrangement prevents them from getting whatever it is they want from me – which can’t be good - and could lead me to information. Although that piece… that last piece about information. I’m starting to lose hope for that to happen.
I’m starting to accept it never happening.
If I think about it like I’m an undercover cop, suddenly it’s all okay in my mind.
That’s what I tell myself anyway. It’s all pretend. My life is turning into a tall tale like Marky used to feed me. And that makes the jagged pill easier to swallow.
These are the thoughts that lead me to biting my thumbnail as I lie in Jase’s bed. The clock on his nightstand, a beautiful contemporary clock with a minimalistic face of sleek marble and only hands to tell the time, must be lying to me because it reads that it’s after noon already.
I sink back under the covers, pulling them up easily since I’m in bed alone and listen to the ticking. My hand splays under the sheets onto the side of the mattress where Jase lay last night. The thought of last night brings a faint kiss of a smile to my lips, but it falls just as quickly as it came, finding the bedsheet cold to the touch.
I called work again when I first woke up, ready to leave a message this time. Half of me wanted to be professional and ask what the phone call regarded, the other half wanted to call my boss an asshole, assuming it was him. Instead of leaving a message, I found myself talking to the lead nurse on Michelle’s case.
“I’m so sorry,” she started and then immediately dove into discussing the restraints they had to use on her arms. “She was eating the gauze, Beth. I have no idea what to do with her other than restrain her. I’ve never had a patient with pica and I don’t know what to do.”
“She loves pickles. So make pickle ice.” I rattled off what I’d been doing with Michelle. She’s a new patient, pregnant and newly diagnosed with pica. It’s a psychological disorder where patients have an appetite for non-nutritive foods, or even harmful objects. “It’ll most likely diminish after the pregnancy.”
“I know, but what am I supposed to do?” The stress and frustration were all too relatable. “She can’t stay restrained for six months.”
“Listen to me,” I said as I gripped the phone tighter. “Mix half pickle juice and half water, add in a soluble supplement, freeze into ice chips and then give them to her throughout the day, constantly.”
“That can’t be it.”
“I’m telling you, you keep that by her bedside and she eats it slowly. Something about the cold makes her pace herself.”
“Okay… okay,” Marilyn sounded hopeful and I felt it too, until I heard someone ask who she was talking to and then the line went dead. When I get back to work, I’m going to kill my boss. I can hear his excuse now, that I’m a workaholic and I wouldn’t be able to help myself, but that they should know better.
That was the only distraction I had.
I’m slow to sit up, forcing myself to rise although I have no plans, no control, nothing at all I want to do… but read I suppose. Thank all that’s holy for books.
The small piece of me that anticipated – and looked forward to a note from Jase – is disappointed when I find his nightstand empty of any slip of paper.
I shouldn’t feel so hollow in my chest. I shouldn’t feel this kind of loss.
Bringing my knees up to my chest, I rest my cheek on my right knee and wonder what happened to me. What the fuck happened to the woman I was? Without work… I’m no one. My life is utterly empty and the one thing that’s filling it shouldn’t be in my life at all.
One breath, and the screaming thoughts quiet. Two breaths and I find it hard to care. This will all be over soon. It’s temporary and nothing more. I’ll be back to work, unraveled or not.
Until then… I’ll read and let Jase fuck me. Maybe one day, I’ll even get out of bed.

The Coverless Book
Three quarters through the book

Emmy
I REMEMBER ALL the times Miss Caroline took me to the appointments. Mother always met me there. It was Miss Caroline who took me on long drives and told me stories the whole way. No matter how many hours it was. That’s all I can remember as we sit outside of the shed. It’s a large shed, with running water and an outhouse with plumbing around the back.
Jake said it’s his cousin’s place, so it’s okay that we stay here.
I can remember the trips to the hospitals. The long drives we took to get to them. The hotels we stayed in. Miss Caroline always stopped for ice cream on the way to and back. And she let me eat all sorts of things I never had at home.
I remember all those trips… but those are the only trips I’ve ever taken.
Until this one.
“What’s wrong?” Jake’s voice breaks my thoughts. His hand cradles my chin. “You look like you regret this.” I hate how his voice sounds like he really believes that.
My hair tickles my shoulders when I shake my head and tell him, “You’re crazy to think that. I love you, Jake.” He needs to know that. “I was just hoping to go inside. It’s been a few days since we’ve slept on a bed.” I want to give myself to him. But not like this.
His lips part and instead of words coming out, he closes them again, kicking the rubble under his shoes. “We can’t go inside, Em.” He stares off at the large farmhouse. “Your mom filed a report and the sheriff called. We can’t go inside.”
Feeling a wave of nausea, I lower my head to my hands. “Your family doesn’t know we’re here?”
“My cousin does, and he’s bringing us blankets. I’ve got money once we get out of this town. But, for tonight… Our parents are looking for us.”
The crickets from the cornfield get louder as the sun sets deeper behind the crimson sky. It’s nearly dusk already.
“I’m sorry I can’t give you more right now, but soon I can.”
I find his hand in mine, and tell him, “It’s why running away is so scary. The unknown.”
His eyes stare deep into mine as he says, “The only known in my life I need, is you beside me. As long as I have you, nothing else matters.”
He tells me he loves me and I feel that drop in my stomach again, but I make sure I tell him I love him too and that I can’t wait for all of the unknowns I’ll face with him.
That’s just before I go around the back of the shed to where the faucet is to wash my face. It’s just before I get sick in the field. It’s just before I look down at my hands as I’m cleaning myself up and see nothing but blood.
Three more times, I cough up blood and my eyes water. My face heats and then all at once, it stops. It’s not a lot, it’s not a lot of blood. It’s because of whatever Miss Caroline put in the soup for all that time. I know it is. She made me sick. I’ll get better now; Jake knows that too. I’m not sick, I’m recovering from what she did to me.
I hide what happened from Jake, though, all the blood I just coughed up. I don’t want him to see.
I just want to be loved and to love him. Isn’t love enough?

“ARE YOU OKAY?”
Hearing Jase before I see him startles me. I hadn’t noticed how erratic my breathing was until he came in. I set the book down on the nightstand.
“Yeah, why?” I ask him as I rub my eyes, and try to come back to reality. I catch a glimpse of the clock and realize nearly two hours slipped by. The uneasiness and shock that the book left me in won’t shake off when I look back up to Jase.
“You look horrified.”
I answer him, “It’s just a book.”
“What happened?” he asks me like he really cares as he takes off a black cotton shirt, damp with sweat. His body glistens, his muscles flex with every movement and with the increase of lust, the problems of my fictional world fall away.
“She might really be sick,” I tell him, although my eyes stay glued to his chest.
“Who?” He stands still, a new shirt in his hand as he waits for my answer.
“Don’t worry about it,” I tell him. “She’s invincible.” Hearing those words come from me with confidence makes my stomach drop.
Jase has a different reaction. His lips pull up into an asymmetric smile at my remark and the way his eyes shine with humor is infectious. I feel lighter, but still, the sickness of the unknown churns in my stomach.
“I can’t stay here,” I tell him, knowing I need to do something and just as aware that there’s nothing for me to do here. He removes the space between us, climbing up onto the bed to sit cross-legged in front of me. He doesn’t love me like… like I feel for him. That’s the truth that sinks me further into the bed.
Being around him, knowing what I feel for him and coming to terms with that, but not feeling the same from him… it's killing me. It makes me want to run. It's scary when you realize you love someone and that they may never feel the same for you. Not in the same way. Nothing like what I feel for him.
It doesn’t stop me from breathing him in though.
The sweet smell of his sweat is surprising… and heady. The way he looks at me, it’s all the more intoxicating.
“You agreed to twenty-nine days,” he reminds me.
“Twenty-eight now,” I correct him in return.
“Twenty-eight then.”
“I can’t stay here like this. Doing nothing day in, day out.”
“I don’t expect you to.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I ask him, truly needing an answer.
He considers me for a moment. “I really don’t know what to do,” I tell him when he hesitates to answer me. It’s harder for me to admit that than I thought it would be.
“I don’t have any answers for you,” he tells me beneath his breath, quietly, like he’s sorry.
“I love work. I want to go back to work.”
“I don’t know that you’re in the right mindset to do that.”
My voice rises as I ask, “How am I supposed to get better when I have nothing to do to make me better?”
“Time.” He answers me with a single word, joining me on the bed. “You could start with putting your mugs in the kitchen.” Looking at the box still where he left it yesterday, he tells me, “You could do whatever you like.”
“I can’t leave,” I answer him boldly, letting him know it pisses me off.
“Yesterday I didn’t want you to, no. But that doesn’t mean you can’t leave. I’m not trapping you here, you’re locking yourself in this room.”
I hate him for his answer, although I don’t know why.
“Where would you go after you’re done with work to let loose?” he asks me.
“A bar.”
“I like that,” he says and scoots closer to me, pulling me into his lap. I settle against him, resting my back to his front.
“You order wine or mixed drinks at the bar?”
“Mixed. Vodka and whatever the bartender wants.” The rough chuckle makes his chest shake gently and I love the feeling of it. His stubble brushes my neck as he asks, “And then?”
“Grocery store if I need to, although I really only keep K-cups and cardboard pizza in the fridge.”
“Cardboard pizza?”
“You know, the kind that come in a box and you put in the toaster oven?”
That makes him laugh too. The sound of him laughing eases everything.
“You have a pretty smile,” he tells me and his voice is calming.
“You have a pretty smile too,” I tell him back and he makes a face.
He changes the subject quicker than I expect. “We don’t know who broke in.”
My own smile falters and I stare at my fingers, picking absently under my nails at nothing.
“I know that’s not what you wanted to hear and it’s not what I was hoping to tell you. But there are no fingerprints, no cameras anywhere.”
With his hand on my chin, he forces me to look at him as he explains, “We looked into everyone’s surveillance cameras, Beth. It’s not quite legal, but they’ll never know. Whoever it was left no trace at all.”
“So I’ll never know and they could come back.” I’m surprised how much pain accompanies that knowledge. My chest feels like it’s been hollowed out and bricks put in the place of whatever it is I need to survive.
“No. That’s not true. We have a lead on your sister,” he tells me with hope and authority.
“A man named Luke Stevens. He’s no one around here, but he was seen with your sister before she went missing.”
He hands me a picture of a man I’ve never laid eyes on. He’s got to be in his forties, with a clean-cut look to him and I could only imagine what the hell Jenny would have been doing with someone like this.
“You think he did it?” I dare to ask Jase.
“I’m not sure, but I’m going to find him and get as much information as I can from him, cailín tine.”
“Miranda told me she packed her bags,” I say and swallow thickly, needing to calm the adrenaline racing in my blood. “She said Jenny packed before she went missing.” The image of my sister doing just that and then leaving with this man plays in my mind. “Maybe she was in love with him,” I surmise.
“I don’t think--” Jase bites down to stop himself from saying something else.
“What?”
His inhale is uneven and he looks past me before saying, “I just wanted you to know that I’m working on it. But don’t do this. Don’t let your mind play tricks on you. All we know is that he was seen with her.”
“Seen doing what?”
“Getting into a truck around the time she went missing but they aren’t positive of the date.”
I have no words as the theory in my mind unravels.
“It could be nothing, but we have a name and I’m working on it,” he tells me and takes my hand in his, stopping me from my mindless habit.
“So now there are two names?” I ask, remembering the last time we talked about information.
He nods once, but doesn’t give me the other name. The one he promised wouldn’t help me.
“Which do you think broke into my house?” I ask him and instead of answering, he tells me, “I’m having Seth install a top-of-the-line security system. Everything will be repaired, and all the locks will be changed.”
The information sparks a reaction I don’t expect and I have to pull my hand away, but he doesn’t let me so I blurt out the question, “You want me to go back… to my place?”
“No,” he says and his quick answer alleviates some of the unwanted stress. “I’d prefer you here by my side and for the next twenty-eight days, I want you here at my place. But you need to be able to go home and feel safe. I get that and I wanted to make sure it was safe.”
I can only nod, feeling overwhelmed and not knowing what to do. When he squeezes my hand, I squeeze back and tell him, “Thank you.”
“I have to go. Late-night meeting.”
Late meeting. My lips stay closed although I don’t have to say anything at all. My gaze drops just as my lightheartedness does. I can never forget the life Jase leads. I need to remember.
“Don’t look at me like that.” His voice is low and a threat lays behind the words.
“Like what?” I ask him as if I don’t know what he’s referring to.
“Like I’m less than you for what I do.”
“I don’t,” I protest, hating that it’s obvious.
“You do.”
Biting back my pride, I apologize, “I’m sorry.”
“It’s never going to change, Bethany. This isn’t something I can run away from.”
He stares at me like he’s repentant. Like he’d change it if he could, although I don’t believe him. All I can tell him back is, “I didn’t ask you to.”





JASE
I’m the last to enter the kitchen and as I make my way to the counter, Carter pushes a tumbler with ice and whiskey my way.
“You want to meet her, huh?” I ask Carter, looking him in his eyes as I bring the glass to my lips and let the liquor settle on my tongue to burn.
Carter only lets a smirk show, filling the empty tumbler in front of him and then asking Declan if he wants a glass too.
“I’ll have beer,” Declan announces and Daniel looks over his shoulder at Declan, a grin on his face too before reaching into the fridge. The bottles clink together and the telltale sound of the beer fizzing fills up the silence as I wait for my answer.
“You told her not to come in here, didn’t you?” he asks, the smile only widening.
“You’re a prick,” I tell my oldest brother and when they all chuckle, I finally let myself smile and pull out the barstool. I’m a prick for lying to her too, but they don’t need to know that.
“If she met us, if she knew what was going on, maybe she’d feel a little differently,” Sebastian says as he enters the room, touching his elbow to Carter’s in greeting and taking the last tumbler of whiskey.
“Maybe,” I agree although I’m quick to take another swig of the whiskey.
“What’s the update on Addison?” Sebastian asks Daniel. His response is to share a look with Carter first. They’re going through the next stage of life together. All three of the men although Sebastian’s wife is furthest along. Daniel and Carter just found out about the pregnancies.
Daniel picks at the label on his beer bottle as he answers, “They said it’s just high blood pressure. She just needs to take it easy.”
A moment passes where no one knows what to say. Addison never thought she could get pregnant and for good reason. She went through a rough life as a child.
“Aria’s happy that she gets to pick out everything with a friend,” Carter says to break up the tension.
Sebastian contributes to the easy feeling by remarking, “Chloe’s happy she won’t be the only fat one.” He adds quickly, “Or so she said,” which gets a good laugh and a clink of beers and glass tumblers.
“It feels good having all five of us in here, doesn’t it? Like old times,” Declan comments.
All four of my brothers and the one man, Sebastian, who sticks out because he’s older.
“We do have a real reason to meet,” Carter says and glances at the closed door behind me. She can place her hand to the panel and enter, or simply try to listen from the other side of the door.
“Romano.” Daniel and I say our enemy’s name at once.
Carter nods. “He’s scattered. There’s no doubt.”
“What made him run?” Sebastian asks.
“He’s outnumbered. It’s not just Talvery men looking to settle a vendetta, but us too. It’s quiet with Officer Walsh and the FBI leaning hard on the local cops,” Daniel answers and Carter nods along with him. “If he was ever going to leave, now is the time to do so.”
“If he comes back, which he has to in order to get everything out of his warehouses, all of his supply and the stashed guns are on Fourth. If he comes back, there are only two roads he can use to come into town,” I comment, knowing if he comes back, I don’t want to give him another chance to leave.
“You think he’ll come back for it?” Sebastian asks.
“He’s got money hidden away in the warehouse on Fourth, we’ve staked out that street and he knows, but he doesn’t know that we’re aware his money’s there. Maybe he thinks with him gone, we’ll forget about him,” Carter answers him.
“Forget about him?” There’s a tension in Daniel’s voice, akin to outrage. “We aren’t going to let him run.”
Daniel’s comment goes unanswered.
“I say we blow up his estate and the warehouse too. Destroy everything.”
“He left men behind.” Carter’s quick to rebut my suggestion.
“Not enough,” I answer him, staring into his eyes.
“With the FBI and former agent on our asses, do we really want to risk it?” Declan asks, wanting to be safe.
“Yes. We do. We can’t let what he did go unanswered. We can’t let anyone think they can run from us,” Daniel says, his body tense and the beer he has in his hand tapping against the granite.
“Calm down,” Carter tells our brother, but I’m with Daniel.
“He’s right,” I say to voice my opinion.
“Destroy everything in his name and send Nikolai after him,” Daniel suggests.
“Nikolai?” A tension coils in my stomach. “He tried to kill me; he tried to take Addison, your soon-to-be wife.” I can’t help that my voice rises, the same outrage Daniel had a moment ago slipping into my cadence.
“Do you plan to chase him, Jase? You going to risk your… what’s her name? Bethany? Are you going to risk her to chase after him?” he questions me.
“Sending Nikolai is smart,” Declan adds and Sebastian nods in agreement. I crack my neck, not looking at my brothers, knowing they’re not on my side. All while questioning if they’re right. If I could really risk leaving Bethany behind.
“With Marcus still here… you’re right. We should send Nikolai.”
“Aria will never forgive me if something happens,” Carter admits and stares into the swirling whiskey in his glass.
“She doesn’t have to know,” Declan says which brings all of our eyes to him.
“It’s easy to say that, but they always find out. The truth always rises to the surface.” Sebastian’s sentiment sends a chill down my spine. I warm it with the remainder of the whiskey in my glass.
The empty tumbler hits the granite in time with the door opening behind us. All five of us turn to see Bethany, standing in the now open doorway with her hand still in the air.
The sight of her is enough to ease the tension in the room.
“You look like a deer in headlights,” Daniel comments and then waves her in.
“I’m sorry,” she says immediately, not moving an inch. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Were you planning on just sneaking around then?” Carter asks and grins at her. “We can pretend we didn’t see you if that’s the case.” The ice in his tumbler clinks as he brings it up to his smile and takes a sip.
The long sweater hangs loosely on her, but when she wraps her arms around herself, I can just barely make out the dip in her waist. With keys jingling in her hand, and seeing as how she’s slipped on leggings and boots, it’s obvious she’s heading out.
Doubt sinks its claws into me. Holding me in place as she stands there. Bethany’s wide eyes meet mine and she nearly turns around when I don’t say anything.
“Come meet my brothers,” I say loud enough to stop her in her tracks before she can run off completely.
She hesitates a moment and then walks to my side, her insecurity showing. The moment she’s beside me, I wrap my arm around her waist.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers although it’s not low enough that the rest of the guys wouldn’t hear.
“Guys, meet Bethany. Sebastian, Carter, Daniel and Declan.” I point at each of them one by one and she gives them a small, embarrassed wave. “Sebastian’s not blood, but still family,” Carter comments and then fills his glass and mine again. “Want a drink?” he offers her.
“That’s actually why I came in here,” she says and Daniel interrupts her by saying, “I like her already,” which gets agreeable laughter from the rest of the guys.
Her nerves are still high, no matter how much I run soothing circles along her back. Her voice is strained when she looks up at me and says, “I forgot I told a friend I was seeing her tonight. It’s the weekend. I was just going to head out.”
It’s more than obvious to not just me, but to all of the men standing here that she’s searching for permission.
It’s not like her, I wish they could see her. Really see her. I tell myself she just needs time.
“Have fun.” With that I smile down on her, not giving her any restraints. Seth and his men will watch her and inform me.
Blinking, she holds back the obvious questions that beg to be spoken. Instead she only nods and nearly says thank you, but those words turn into an, “Okay, I’ll see you tonight?”
My brothers and Sebastian say nothing, only observing and drinking. I know they’re judging, and I hate them for it.
I can see her need to run and before she can turn and leave me, I capture her lips with mine. Her lips are hard at first, and she utters a small protest of shock, right before she melts into me. Her lips soften and her hands move to my back when I deepen the kiss just slightly.
It doesn’t last long, but it lasts long enough to bring color to her cheeks. With her teeth sinking into her bottom lip, she smiles sweetly and barely glances at my brothers, giving them a wave before quickly walking away.
I leave the door open, watching her walk out of sight.
“She seemed nervous.”
“No shit,” Carter says and laughs off Declan’s comment at the same time Sebastian asks for another beer.
“What are you doing with her?” Carter asks me and everyone goes quiet. “It seems different from what you mentioned.” All eyes are on me as I stand alone.
I can feel all of their eyes on me, the questions piling on one after the other in their gazes. With my forearms on the cold, hard counter, my shoulders tense. I lower my gaze to my folded hands firmly placed on the granite.
“That’s a damn good question.”





BETHANY
It feels like there was a heavy bell that rang too close to me. That’s the only way I can describe how I’m feeling. The sound left a ringing sensation on my skin, maybe even deeper.
Every minute on my drive home I thought it would go away, but it didn’t.
It tingles, and refuses to go unnoticed. Even now as I sit with Laura in the parking lot outside of a strip mall with a bottle of cabernet half gone and tempting me to take another swig… the ringing doesn’t stop. I’m trapped in the moment when it happened. When the world shifted and made it impossible for me to get away from the giant bell.
The moment Jase kissed me like a lover in front of his brothers.
I’ve heard of Sebastian Black; my sister went to school with him. I’ve heard of the Cross Brothers. I’ve seen Carter from afar at The Red Room once. To be in a room with such men, with intimidating, dangerous men, I couldn’t think or breathe. It was a mix of fear and something else. Something sinful.
Even with them talking, joking, acting as if it was just an ordinary day and ordinary people in an ordinary kitchen, I couldn’t shake all the stories I’d heard of these men.
But then Jase kissed me.
Every part of my body has woken up, and it refuses to let the memory become that, a memory. It’s holding on to it instead, trying to stay there. Going out with Laura has definitely dampened the ringing, but not so much though that I can’t feel it still, even hours later.
“What’s wrong with you? You love this song.” Laura cuts through my hazy thoughts and my gaze moves from the yellow streetlights and lit signs of the chain stores to focus on her instead.
I hadn’t even noticed music was playing.
“Hey,” Laura says and pats my arm as she leans forward with a hint of something devious in her voice. “You know how…” she shifts uneasily and restarts. “You remember how you helped me interview for the position at the center?”
“Of course,” I answer her and wonder where she’s going with this.
“Aiden didn’t like me during the interview.”
I cut her off and say, “He was a grade-A dick for no reason.” I still remember how shocked I was at his unprofessionalism.
“I hit his car a week before,” she blurts out.
“What?”
She can’t stop grinning. “I was so embarrassed. It was a rough day. Like really bad and he backed up out of nowhere in the parking lot and I just tapped him.” Her thumb and her pointer are parallel as she holds them up and whispers, “Just a teeny tap.”
“You hit his car?”
“And then I might have… you know,” she stops and laughs again. “I called him a dickhead when he was yelling at me. Like he was screaming in my face and it wasn’t like it was helping anything and like I said, it was a rough day and I just snapped.” Her shoulders shake with another giggle. “And then I showed up for the interview the next week.”
“Oh my God! And you never told me?” I can’t help laughing either. I can absolutely see Aiden and her screaming at each other in a parking lot over a scratch on a car. They both have a habit of taking out their aggression on the least suspecting.
“I was so embarrassed I couldn’t tell you.”
“Well no wonder he didn’t want to hire you,” I comment.
“I know. I had to go back in and apologize. I’d already sent him insurance information that he didn’t even need, but still. I felt awful. It was so awkward and… unfortunate.”
“But he still hired you,” I say and hold up my finger to make that point clear.
“Because of you. He never would have if you weren’t there backing me up.”
“Knowing about the car… I’m going to have to agree with you now. I just thought he was an uncalled for asshole at your interview.”
“I never told you and I want to thank you again, Beth. Thank you.”
“Of course, I love you.” I almost add how she was by my side through everything with Jenny before she died, and that getting her a job is insignificant in comparison, but I leave that out. I’m not wanting to drag the mood down.
“I love you too.”
She spears her hand through her golden locks, moving all her hair to her left shoulder and glancing at her split ends. “You’re off, like even more than you have been. And don’t tell me you’re fine,” she says, mocking the words I’ve been giving her all night.
Reaching out for the bottle of wine, she gives me a pointed look. The swish of the liquid is followed by the sound of a car riding down the half-empty lot and I look at it instead of her.
Again not answering her. It’s only about the dozenth time she’s asked me what’s going on.
“A cop came to your house today.” Her voice is clearer and when I look back, this time she isn’t looking at me. I wouldn’t call her expression a frown, it’s something else, something etched with worry.
“When I was waiting for you to get home, which – by the way, where the fuck were you?” She pauses and sucks in a breath before relaxing into the seat and then taking another swig. She offers it back to me and then repeats, “I was waiting and a cop came by. I told him you weren’t home and he said he’d come back later.”
“Officer Walsh?” I question her and she nods, then takes the wine back before I can take another sip.
“I was going to tell you at dinner, but you seem really not with it. So like… I don’t know.”
This time I grab the bottle and take a drink before it’s all gone.
Laura looks at me with a slight pout, although I’m not sure it’s quite that. It’s genuine and sullen, but there’s a sadness I can’t place.
I watch her look out to the shoe store we just left before she exhales with frustration. “You always tell me everything,” she starts. “I know this is hard and you’re not a ‘speak your feelings’ type of girl, which is ironic since you tell everyone else to do just that.”
The wine flows easily until the bottle is empty, but I don’t let it go.
“It just seems like this isn’t mourning, it’s something else and I don’t know what to do or how to help you.”
Laura’s voice cracks as she raises her hands into the air, trying to prove a point but needing to wipe under her eyes instead.
“No, no, don’t cry.” My reaction is instant, reaching out to clutch her shoulder. The leather of her seats groans as I sit up and reposition myself on my knees to face her in the small car. “Everything’s fine,” I tell her but she only shakes her head.
With her eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling of the car, she responds, “It’s not though. You’re not okay.”
“Seriously,” I start to tell her and then catch sight of a car I recognize, and a prick I know too. Seth raises his hands in surrender at the wheel of his car, although his wrists stay planted on it, and my throat tightens. I can’t hold on to my train of thought and I have to sit back in my seat, taking a steadying breath.
Jase sent Seth to follow me.
Maybe I should have guessed it. Maybe I should have known I’d be followed.
It’s a strange thing, to feel safe, to feel wanted and protected by someone I know I fear and hate on a level that’s unattainable to my conscious.
I rest my head against the cold window and close my eyes.
“We were having a good time,” I tell her softly. Feeling the tingle of the bell, and falling back into old habits with Laura, I felt like I escaped for a moment. I’m nothing but foolish.
“Shit, no, don’t you cry too.” Laura presses a hand to her forehead and then over her eyes.
“I swear, I’m fine,” I tell her although I can’t help but to look past her and at Seth instead. “I…” I trail off and have to swallow before I lie again, “It’s just hard to stop thinking about Jenny.”
Fuck, that hurts to say. To use her as an excuse. To bring her up in conversation at all.
“And now we’re both crying,” I tell her with a huff and pull my sweater to the corner of my eyes. “I don’t want to cry. It’s just my eyes glossing over. It’s not crying… I’m not crying.”
“You’re an awful liar.” Laura’s voice is soft and I’m pulled to her, to tell her everything. To lean on her like a friend would do.
How selfish is that?
“Tell me about work. I miss it. What kind of person misses work?”
Laura works in Human Resources at the center, but they get all the gossip just the same as the nurses who do the rounds like me.
“Well there’s a cute guy who came in last week,” she starts to tell me with feigned interest. Then her head falls to the side to look at me as she says, “But his name is Adam and we both know Adams are dicks.”
Her comment forces a small laugh from me and then she reaches for the bottle.
“I don’t know what’s funnier, your taste in men or your pout when the wine’s gone.”
Instead of commenting, she pushes her hair back and tells me about a few new patients, all of which piss her off for good reason. A man who was drunk at the wheel and killed two people. She thinks he’s faking insanity because ever since he was admitted all he can talk about is how totaled his truck is and he hasn’t shown a damn bit of remorse for the couple he killed even though he knows he’s being charged with their murder. We get those kinds of people sometimes. Assholes who fake mental illnesses to get out of legal trouble. Or even to get out of work for a week.
“Oh, I do love this one old woman who came in though. She said it’s actually the 1800s and she’s talking to dead people. I like Sue a lot. She’s so sweet.”
“I wish I were at work.”
“I wish you were too,” she adds and pats my thigh. “You’d love Sue.”
“I’m sure I would.” It’s never a boring day at the Rockford Center. That’s a truth no one can deny.
“I can’t drive us home.” Laura’s statement makes me look at her and then at Seth. “You want to Uber?” she asks me and I shake my head no, getting out without thinking.
“What are you doing?” she calls out as I step out onto the asphalt and make my way to Seth’s car. I ignore her calls for me to get my ass back there. I’d smile at the way she whispers it and tries to keep me from knocking on Seth’s window if it weren’t for the anxiousness creeping up on me from what I’m about to do.
I don’t have to knock though; he rolls down his window but doesn’t say a word.
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Laura says and tries to pull me away again. “My friend is a little bit more drunk than I thought.” She tugs at my wrist and again I ignore her efforts.
“Will you give us a ride home?” I push out the question. Seth lets out a smile, a handsome smile with perfect teeth, all the while staring at Laura and her wide eyes.
“We don’t need a ride,” Laura’s quick to tell him. “I’m so sor-”
“I don’t mind,” Seth cuts her off and asks, “Where are you going?” I’m still staring at Laura and the way she’s looking at Seth that I don’t notice he asked me.
“Home,” is all I answer him and he nods once, the playfulness gone from his expression and tells us to get in the back.
I don’t know what came over me or why. Maybe it’s the piece of me that wants Seth to pay for watching me like a hawk. I can’t explain it, but it feels like a step forward. Not the literal step forward I take to get in the back of the car, but a step out of whatever place I was in just hours ago.
Laura snatches me when I open the door, and she immediately slams it shut instead. The thud is loud and nearly violent.
“What the fuck?” she hisses. “Do you even know him? Do you want to get us killed?”
“Yeah, I’ve met him a couple of times,” I tell her and shrug, feeling like the worst liar in the world. A heavy weight presses against my chest as I escape the harsh wind, opening the door again and scooting over to the other side so Laura will get in too.
She takes a little too long to decide so I tell her, “Hurry up, it’s cold out there and you’re letting all that cold in here!” My admonishment works.
“Let me get my bag.”
As she turns to walk away, Seth asks me all the while watching her, “Whose home?”
Whatever’s settled into my stomach feels thicker. “Can you drop her off first?”
“You think she’d be okay with that?” He finally turns in his seat to look at me. “Because I don’t.”
I watch her texting on her phone a few spaces over with her driver’s door open although she still stands on the street.
“I want to tell her,” I admit to him. “You can stop me if I say something I shouldn’t.”
“You shouldn’t say anything, Bethany.”
“Well, I’m going to say something. I have to tell her.” We both hear her car door shut and he says lowly, “You really shouldn’t.” The way his shoulders tense and he grips the wheel makes my chest feel hollow and I almost reconsider, but I have to tell her something.
She’s my best friend and she deserves to know. I can’t not tell her. I can’t let her cry for me like she’s doing.
Her car beeps from the alarm and then she’s seated beside me, thanking Seth and referring to him as the “handsome savior” of our night although I can still hear the hesitation and worry in her tone.
She gives Seth a tight smile and then he asks again, “Where are you guys headed?”
“Can you take me to Jase’s?” I dare to ask Seth, knowing Laura’s going to ask me about Jase, paving the way for it to happen.
Seth’s returning smile is tight, but he nods.
“Who’s Jase?”
Ignoring Laura’s question and her stare of confusion, I ask Seth, “Can you take Laura home first?”
“No fucking way are you staying in this car, drunk and with a guy you don’t know.” She glances at Seth who puts the car in reverse to leave as she adds, “No offense.”
“He works for Jase,” I answer her, finally looking her in the eyes.
“Who the hell is Jase?”
“Jase Cross,” I tell her, gauging her expression when I mention “Cross.” Everyone knows about the brothers and I can see the exact moment when it sinks in.
“You’re with Jase?” she questions me softly and then swallows so loud, looking between me and Seth, that I’m sure even he can hear it. I only nod.
“With him? Like what does that even mean?”
My hands turn clammy and I have to wring my fingers around one another in my lap. “I can’t even look you in the eyes,” I tell her and then cover my face with my hands as my head sinks back into the seat.
“No, Bethy, no. Don’t cry.”
“I’m not going to cry,” I protest, forcing my hands down and staring straight ahead at the back of the black leather seat in front of me. “I’m just…” I can’t finish. “I don’t even know what I feel. Ashamed, I think.”
“Ashamed because you’re with him? Or ashamed at what you’ve done?” she asks cautiously. She whispers, “Did he make you do anything? I will fuck him up. I don’t care who he is.”
“No, stop. No, he didn’t make me do anything.” Although I tell her that, the first time we met flashes in my memory. I think I’ll leave that out of this conversation.
I have to shake out my hands, feeling them turn numb and having a wave of anxiousness hit me. “I’m ashamed because of both… neither. I don’t know. I’m confused.”
“Okay.” Laura’s patient with me although she keeps looking at Seth like he’s not to be trusted.
The way she looks at Seth, questioning him and his intentions gives me an uncomfortable feeling. More than that, I feel like I should be defending them. Which is outrageous, yet it’s exactly how I feel in this moment.
“He’s a good guy,” I tell her to ease her worries. “Jase treats me really, really good.” Emotions tickle up my throat and I have to swallow them before I tell her, “Seth watches out for me for him.”
She asks the obvious question. “Watches out for what?”
With Seth as my witness, I tell her everything.
I don’t even leave out the part where I almost shot Jase. I tell her literally everything that I can remember. Including the part where I think I love him. Fuck my life.





JASE
It’s not every day that I feel like a prick.
Taking advantage of someone’s weakness is how I survived, how my brothers and I rose to the top.
There’s not a single doubt that I’m taking advantage of Bethany. It’s easy when you’re hurting to fall for someone, to trust them, to want there to be a way out of the pain.
Listening in on her conversation in the car, listening to her recount the events with Laura Devin, makes me feel like the worst fucking prick alive.
I made her love me. I made sure she had no other option. And worse than that, I don’t know that I will ever say the words back to her.
“Boss.” Seth nods when I see him and I nod back although my gaze travels to Bethany. Watching her climb the steps as I open the door for her.
Her cheeks are tearstained but there’s a sense of lightness around her. Even more than that, her small body brushes against my chest as she walks in. She did it on purpose. She wanted to touch me and I fucking love it. Prick or not.
“Have a good night,” I tell him and he smirks at me as he replies, “You too.”
Bethany rocks from one foot to the other, watching me as I close to the door to the cold and then turn to her fully.
“Let me help you,” I tell her and then act like a gentleman, helping her out of her coat.
With my fingertips lingering on her bare skin, I lower my lips to the shell of her ear and whisper, “Seth put you on speaker from the moment you knocked on his window.”
She shudders from my touch and lets her head fall back into my chest. “Are you angry?” she asks with her eyes still open, staring past me at the now closed door.
“No, I’m not.”
“I had to tell her.” Her words slur slightly and I can smell the hint of alcohol on her.
“Of course you did.”
“And you heard everything?” she asks and that’s when her expression falls. No doubt she’s questioning where my opinions lie. When I nod in response, she doesn’t voice her question.
She takes a different approach, changing the subject altogether.
“What were you talking to Seth about before I went to him?” she asks me, her own curiosity showing.
“Maybe about you?” I give her a flirtatious response that’s only a half lie, rather than telling her about Marcus.
“Oh… and what about me?” she asks although the flirtation isn’t quite there.
“I wouldn’t tell you, you like to gossip too much,” I tease her, giving her a kiss on the crook of her neck. She rewards me by wrapping her arms around my shoulders, and planting one of her own on my neck.
The knowledge of what I’m going to do tonight keeps me from pushing for more. It keeps me from wanting more, it keeps me from lifting her ass up and pinning her against the wall.
“Are you okay?” I ask her, holding her close and not letting her go just yet.
“Me?” she questions and I nod against her, feeling her hair tickling along my stubble as I reply, “Yes, you.”
“I feel better in a way,” she confides in me and stands upright so I let her go. “It feels good to say it all out loud and still be able to stand afterward.”
Staring into her gaze I admit to her, “You don’t strike me as a girl who would ever not land on her feet, cailín tine.”
“You know, I forgot to tell Laura that,” she murmurs and sways slightly. Enough that she feels the need to take a step back and steady herself.
“How much did you drink?”
She shrugs and then says, “The normal amount when we go drunk shopping.”
“No bags though?”
“Oh, well there’s this thing where I owe this guy some money so I’m on a tight budget at the moment,” she jokes with me and her smile is infectious. “Really, I just wasn’t interested tonight in shopping.”
“Only gossiping?”
“Yeah,” she answers and then says again, “I can’t believe I forgot to tell her.”
Walking her to the bedroom, I ask her what she forgot to tell Laura.
“The nickname.” Her answer stops me just outside the door although she continues, “I think she’d understand better, if she knew.”





BETHANY
It’s different here. Maybe because it’s his room. His house. His place.
He’s different here. He’s more transparent. Less hidden with his emotions. Other than anger and dominance… and lust, he hasn’t shown me more than that beyond these walls.
Or maybe it’s just tonight. Maybe it’s just the wine talking or the relief that I finally told Laura what’s going on.
I don’t know, but when I look at Jase, he’s different.
And he’s not okay. Pain riddles every move he makes. Not the physical kind, the kind that wears away at your mind.
His head hangs lower as he asks me what we did. As if he doesn’t already know. His voice is duller, his grip less tight on my waist as he pulls me into the bedroom.
With every step my heart beats slower, wanting to take the agony away from his. The answers I give him are spoken without thinking. I’m more concerned with watching him than I am with making small talk.
With his back to me, he pulls the covers back and tells me to strip and get into bed, which I do.
My mind starts toying with me. Insecurity whispers in my ear, “Maybe it’s you.”
“Are you okay?” I ask him, letting a tinge of my insecurity show.
“Fine,” he answers shortly, but he gets into bed with me.
“You’re still dressed,” I comment, listening to my heart which is quiet. I think it’s waiting for him to say something too. For him to tell us what’s wrong.
“I know,” is all he gives me as an answer and the high I was on, all that relief I felt, vanishes.
I feel sick. Not hungover or drank too much sick, but the sickness that comes when you know something’s wrong. The awful kind where you can guess what it is, but you don’t want to just in case it’ll go away if you never voice it.
I know what I need, but I don’t ask him for it. Instead I pull the covers up close around my chin and lie there. My pride is a horrid thing.
I’m aware of that.
If I could simply let it go, I could communicate better. I know that. I’ve known it all my life. But still, I don’t ask him to hold me.
I don’t have to though. I don’t have to tell him what I need to feel better.
The bed groans as he moves closer to me, wrapping a strong arm around my waist and pulling me closer to him. It’s a natural reaction for me to close my eyes and let out an easy breath when I take in his masculine scent. It engulfs me just as his warmth does, just as his touch does.
“You promise we’re okay?” I ask him and then my eyes open wide, realizing the mistake I made. The Freudian slip.
Kissing the crook of my neck, he murmurs a yes.
He gives so much and I feel so undeserving. The ringing on my skin comes back, the bell of what happened earlier reminding me that it’s okay. That it’s better than okay.
My hand lays over his and he twines his fingers with mine before planting a kiss on my cheek.
Before he can pull away, I kiss him again. Putting everything I have into it, trying to give him what I can in what’s a very unbalanced relationship.
That’s what this is. A relationship. Fuck me, when did it happen?
The second I pause, pressing my forehead to his and pulling my lips away, he does what I just did to him, kissing me and giving me more.
With a warmth flowing through my chest, I settle into his embrace.
“I want to ask you something.” His whispered question tickles my neck and makes a trail of goosebumps travel down my shoulder.
“Yeah?”
“How are you feeling about your sister? Are you okay? You didn’t mention her to Laura. Or how you were handling it. And the last few days you seem…”
“Seem what?”
“A little more than sad today before you went out and yesterday,” he answers honestly, and I want to pull my hand from his, but he doesn’t let me. He holds me tighter and closer as my composure cracks.
“Tell me, cailín tine,” he whispers at the back of my neck, running the tip of his nose along my skin. I love it when he does that. I love the soft, slow touches. I love how he takes his time with me.
It takes me a long moment to answer him. “I feel like I’ve slowed down, which makes sense because I’m not working anymore. I am crying when I hate it and I can’t stop myself, but that damn book is sad too, so it could be the book’s fault right? I don’t know.”
“You can’t hide behind a sad book,” is all he says and then he looks at me like he wants more.
Staring at the still curtains and listening to the heater turn on with a click, I let it all out; I don’t think, I just speak. “Everything is moving so fast. That’s what it feels like. Like the world didn’t just refuse to slow down with me while I mourn but it sped up too.”
Kind eyes look down on me when I peek over my shoulder to see his response. He’s propped up on his elbow, his hard, warm chest still pressed against my back. I roll over to face him and look him in the eyes as I say, “It became chaotic and unpredictable and I’m a person who likes consistency and schedules and predictability and it’s all gone. In one second everything changed, and now I can’t be anything but slow and everything is going so fast.” He’s silent, so I continue.
“Except when I’m with you. Everything slows down then. It stops and waits for me when you show up.”
I don’t expect to say the words I’ve been thinking out loud. I say them all to my folded hands in my lap rather than to Jase. I need to see what he thinks though. If he understands or if I’m just crazy.
He leans down to give me a small kiss. It’s quick and gentle. I want more but I don’t take it. Even when the tip of his nose nudges mine, I don’t do anything but wait for him to say something.
“That’s a good thing, right?”
“Yeah… but I think the world is going so fast because of you too. Because of lots of things. And here I am stuck with a rope around my feet.”
“I could see that,” he comments, brushing the stray hairs away from my face and his touch brings back that tingling full force.
“You make it easy to talk,” I murmur.
He doesn’t say anything at all, he merely touches his fingers to my lips and gives me a small smile.
“I do that with my patients. I put on a smile all day long and they trust me, they open up to me. Jase, don’t treat me like a patient.”
“Well, first off all, you’re not a patient. Second, you better not touch your patients like I touch you.”
“You’re awful,” I tell him halfheartedly, but still feeling a hollowness in my chest that I can’t place.
“I smile at you because sometimes you smile back, and that’s all I want. I want to see you smile.”
Breathe in, I remind myself. Breathe out. I have to, or else I think I’d forget in this moment. It’s not often you can feel yourself falling, but I’d be damned if I didn’t feel like that right now. Even knowing who he is and what he does.
“Why are you so sweet and charming… yet the very opposite too?”
He shakes his head gently, not taking it like I thought he would. Then he answers with another question of his own. “Why are you so strong and confident, yet… feeling like this?”
I don’t have an answer. The old me would though. The me from only two months ago before Jenny went missing, would know why. I work in a psych center, for fuck’s sake. I would have known. I could have answered. Being in it though… I’ve lost my voice. I have nothing to say, because I don’t want this reality to be justified.
“Because that’s life, cailín tine. We aren’t just one thing. Life isn’t one story. It’s a mix of many and they cross paths sometimes.”
I swallow thickly, understanding what he’s saying and hating it. Some parts of life are simply awful. When I close my eyes and focus on one more deep breath, Jase’s strong hand cups my chin and my eyes lift to his.
I nearly apologize for being the way I am. But it’s not some stranger I’ve lost it in front of. Or my boss. Or my fucking family from New York. It’s Jase.
I expect him to say something, but he only pulls me closer to him, letting time pass and the wretched feelings that have welled up, slowly go away.
Mourning is like the tide of the ocean. It comes and it goes. It’s gentle and it’s harsh.
Slowly, the tide always subsides. But it always comes back too. It never goes away for long.
“The world stops when you see me, huh?” he questions softly after a moment, teasing me and letting the sad bits wash away like they’re meant to. I love the teasing tone he takes. I love this side of him. I love many sides of him.
“I didn’t say that,” I’m quick to protest.
“You practically did,” he teases, although the smile on his handsome face tugs down slightly as his eyes search mine.
“I don’t love you,” I murmur the words, feeling the hot tension thicken between the two of us. He leans closer to me, nearly brushing his lips against mine. All the while, I keep my eyes open, waiting for what he has to say.
“I don’t love you too,” he says and I can practically feel the last bit of armor fall as I lean into his lips. His hand brushes my shoulder, my collarbone and then lower, barely touching me and feeling like fire as he caresses my skin.
The covers swish around us as I lean back, giving him more room and urging him closer. I’ve never wanted a man like I want him. I’ve never memorized the rough groan a man gives as he kisses me like Jase does, with reverence and hunger.
I let him take me as he wants. What he wants is exactly what I want.
Time doesn’t pause for us though. It doesn’t go by slowly either.
It’s all over far too soon. Maybe because I never want this one moment to end.
“I have to go,” he tells me after glancing at the clock on his nightstand. He makes no effort to move though, other than to run his thumb along my bottom lip.
“Okay,” I whisper, not wanting to chance that he’ll stop touching me. All I want is for him to keep touching me and for my world to stay still and in pace with me, not wanting to take the next step forward.
“Don’t follow me, Bethany,” he warns, his voice sterner, but the lust still there.
“Okay,” I repeat and my eyes finally close as he leans down, pressing his lips against mine once again. He tries to move away before I’m ready for him to go, but I reach up, pulling him back to me with my hands on the back of his neck. I hold him there, deepening the kiss and listening to his groan of satisfaction as I do. Kissing this man changes everything. I can’t think about anything other than wanting him with me. I’m highly aware of it and I know it’s dangerous, but still… I want it.
It’s wild and dangerous, and I love it just as much as I love the fire.
When he finally leaves me, I hold on to the warmth he left in the covers, and I bury my head in the pillow he slept on, rather than the one he gave me. I stare at the clock, watching the hands move slowly. Trying to keep it moving slowly with me.
I don’t follow him. Not because of a debt or an agreement. But because he asked me not to. Because it means something to him.
I would have stayed like that longer than I’d care to admit, really I would have, but that’s when my phone chimed with a message from Laura.





JASE
I know he’s here but he hasn’t shown himself yet. I say aloud to no one, “When I was a kid, I hated the dark.”
The playground is quiet tonight. With its broken swing that creaks as a gust of wind blows, and the full moon’s faint blue light that shines down and covers every inch of the fallen snow, it’s the perfect setting for Marcus. The kind of setting that’s eerily familiar. The place where you don’t go and you walk as quick as you can to get far away.
The backyard playground of the abandoned school is where no one goes unless they’re up to no good. Like I am tonight.
“Most kids do,” a voice answers from somewhere to my right, under the old, ten-foot rusty slide. I can just barely make out the brown broken bits through the veil of snow.
“I figured you’d be there. In the dark, just watching.” I make my way to where he is, but stop short. I stay by the swing set, close enough to hear, but not bothering to look at him.
I’ll play by his rules. He has what I want, Jenny Parks. We both know that I know.
I can hear the faint laugh carry in the night, but he makes no other comment and instead there’s nothing but the bitter cold between us.
“What about now?” he asks me and I resist the urge to turn my head to face where he is. Instead I stare at the graffiti on the back of the brick building.
“What about now?” I question.
“Are you still afraid of the dark?”
His question makes me smirk. “I never said afraid… I said I hated it.”
“You didn’t have to say you were afraid, Jase. Every child is afraid of the dark.”
A moment passes and I stalk forward to lean against the metal bar of the jungle gym.
“You wanted something?” I ask him, knowing that my back is to him and knowing he could sneak up on me if he wanted. I’ll risk it.
“You wanted something,” he answers me as if it’s a correction. His voice a bit louder this time, followed by the sound of footsteps. “Don’t turn around just yet.”
“Understood,” I respond quickly, knowing in my gut I’m walking away from this. He wants me to know something. And I want to know what it is.
I can hear him stop just a few feet behind me and I stay where I am although the need to turn rings in my blood. I’ve never crossed Marcus and from what I know, he’s never crossed me. But he isn’t on our side either, and that makes me question where his intentions lie.
“You’re looking for information and I came with… a gift.”
My pulse quickens as I hear more movement behind me. Gripping the bar tighter until my knuckles have turned white, I ignore every need to turn, making my muscles tense.
“A gift?” I press him for more information.
“Yes,” is all he gives me.
“Is it Jenny Parks?” I dare to ask, giving up information, but in the hopes of cooperation.
“Jenny is fine.”
A beat passes and the muscles in my arms coil, my grip too tight, the adrenaline in my blood racing to get somewhere, or to do something. To simply react.
It’s a puzzle with Marcus, attempting to ask the right questions, because he has all the answers.
“What are you doing with her?”
“I’m helping her.” His voice is faint this time, as if he’s farther away now. The crunch of the snow beneath his feet makes me realize he’s pacing. Maybe considering telling me something.
“You know I want answers… I want her sister to have a life with her. She wants her back.” There’s only the soft call of a midnight wind that whistles in the lack of his answer. “What do you want me to know?” I ask him, acknowledging to both of us that’s all he’ll tell me anyway.
“Did you have a nice conversation with Mr. Stevens?”
An exhale of frustration slips through my lips at the change in subject. I answer him, “It went well.”
“What did he tell you?” he asks.
“He said you were building an army,” I say and raise my voice to make sure he can hear me. He does the same and takes steps to come closer, but still stops far enough behind me that I can’t see his shadow yet against the pure white snow.
“Building one?” The tone of his voice lingers in the air, and his answer leaves a chill to run down my spine. “Did you think I did all of this on my own? There’s always someone looking for salvation, for redemption, for something to believe in.”
“You’re their savior?”
“I’m no savior and the things they do… it’s no redemption.”
“So you’re using them?” I ask him and rein in the simmering anger as Jenny’s face from the pictures in Bethany’s house flickers in front of me. Back when things were different.
“I’m giving them what they want,” he answers.
“And then?” I ask him. “What are you going to do with Jenny when she’s done doing your bidding and you have no use for her?”
Silence.
My head falls forward, heavy as I struggle with the need to force an answer from the man I used to fear. I focus on staying still. On not facing him so I can gather more information. I need an answer. I need to know where Jenny is. I have to know if she’ll ever come home.
“Did you know wolves used to live here? Back in the day, so to speak.”
My eyes open slowly and I stare straight ahead as my shoulders tighten. “You love your stories. Don’t you?” My voice is menacing, not hiding my disappointment and outrage.
“Oh I could tell you a story, but the truth will hurt the most.”
My teeth grind together, my patience wearing thinner and thinner as all the pictures I’ve seen of Jenny from when she was a girl hugging her sister, to only a few years ago when she was in school, play in my mind.
“They’d run in packs and terrorize the people.” He paces again, I can hear him doing it and a part of me wants to turn around; I want to look him in the eyes and see the man who plays with fire like he has. The only reason I don’t is because he has the upper hand. He has Jenny. He has the answers.
“They attacked people, but farms mostly, leaving the families little food for themselves…” He pauses and lets out a soft sound, nearly a chuckle although I’m not certain it’s humorous; it sounds sickening.
“They ruled and there was not much to be done. Much like you and your brothers,” he says and the S hisses in the air. “They don’t run wild here anymore though, because hunters found a way. Well, there were two ways.” I remain silent, biding my time, struggling to stay patient with him.
“The first, I’m not a fan of,” he says and steps closer to me, but still I don’t react. “They’d find the female mates and put them in cages for the males to see. When the males would inevitably come to find their mates, they’d try to release them, to no avail. And then they’d wait there for the men to come, with their tails tucked under them, begging in whimpers for their mates to be freed.” Every hair stands on end as he tells his tale. All I can think about is Bethany. “I’ve been told you didn’t even need a gun to kill them when they did this. When they came to get their mates, they were so willing to do anything and accept anything in order to free their mates, you could turn your gun around and beat them to death with the end of a rifle.”
My skin pricks with the imagery that floods my mind. The fog of my breath in front of my face paints the picture of a wolf, bloodied and dead and next to it a caged mate, with bullet wounds ending her life.
“Are you implying something, Marcus?” I dare to ask him, feeling the anger rising. “If you’re threatening-”
“Bethany is safe,” he answers before I can finish and the simple confirmation is more relief than I thought imaginable, given my current position.
“The other way though… I… I find it more fitting,” Marcus says, and continues his story. “The farmers would dip a knife into bloodied water. Wolves love the taste of blood. They knew that, so they’d tempt them. They’d dip it and freeze it over and over. Practically making a popsicle, made just for wolves.”
The swing blows and creaks again as he tells me, “They’d leave the knife for the wolves, and the wild animals would lick and lick, enjoying their treat and numbing their own tongues with the ice. They’d continuing licking, even after they’d sliced their own tongues. After all, they love the taste of blood and they couldn’t feel it.”
“The wolves would bleed out?” I surmise.
“They would. They would lick the knives even after the ice was long melted, and bleed themselves to death.”
“Now, if only I’d heard that at bedtime, maybe I would have had better dreams,” I lay the flat joke out for him, downplaying the threatening tone he chooses, and keeping my voice casual.
“Humor is your preference, isn’t it?”
I don’t bother answering.
“What’s the point to your story, Marcus?” I ask him bluntly.
“I brought you a gift,” he answers. “I brought you a bloody knife.”
My jaw clenches as I wait for more from him.
“Trust me, you’re going to want this one, Jase. I think you’ve been waiting for it for a long, long time.”
“What is my bloody knife?” I ask him, gritting my teeth and praying it’s not the body of Jenny Parks. That’s all I can think right now. Please, don’t let it be her.
“Inside the trunk of the lone car across the street is your package. I sent you a video, you should watch. He’s had a high dose of your sweets. I’d think it’ll wear off by tomorrow… Good luck, Jase.”





BETHANY
“This is completely and totally shady,” I mutter under my breath and then look over my shoulder to make sure no one saw me walk into the alley behind the drugstore. It’s nearly 3:00 a.m. so the store is closed, as is everything else around here. “Could you freak me out any more?”
Meet me behind Calla Pharmacy. I have something for you.
That’s the text Laura sent. And the messages afterward were a series of me asking why the fuck we were meeting there and her not answering my question, but insisting that I come.
“You have no idea the shit I was imagining on the way down here,” I scold her although it’s only concern that binds to the statement. The buzz from earlier has worn off completely, as if the current situation isn’t sobering enough.
“Sorry.” Laura’s hushed voice is barely heard as she grips my arm and pulls me farther down the alley to where she parked her car.
“We can do shady shit at my house,” I say, biting out the words.
“What if it’s bugged or something?”
All I can hear is the wind as her words sink in.
Concern is etched in her expression as she looks back at me and then nearly opens her trunk, but she stops too soon and places both of her palms on the slick metal.
The streetlight from nearby barely illuminates us.
“It’s dark and cold and you’re freaking me out,” I finally speak and ignore the way it hurts just to breathe in air this cold. I lift my scarf up to cover my nose before shoving my hands in my pockets and asking, “What the hell are we doing here?”
Every second it seems scarier back here. It’s a vacant small lot, no longer asphalt as the grass has grown through patches of it. It’s all cracked and ruined. Even though it’s abandoned, there are still ambient noises. The small sounds are what spike my unease.
Like the cat that jumped onto the dumpster and the cars that speed by every so often out front. I should have told Jase. I should have messaged him, but I didn’t.
“Why did we have to come down here? And why couldn’t I tell Jase?”
“We just had to, okay.” Laura’s fear is barely concealed by irritation. “And he doesn’t need to know about this. I did something,” she quickly adds before I can get in another word. Her soft blue eyes are wide with worry and she looks like she can barely breathe. Her gaze turns back to the trunk and chills run down my arms.
“There better not be a body in there,” I tell her more to lighten the mood, but also out of the sheer fear that she fucking killed someone. At this point, I don’t know what to predict next.
“Jesus,” she hisses. “I didn’t kill anyone.” She searches behind me and then over her shoulders like someone might be watching. “I’m not one of the crazies in your nut hut.”
There’s a small voice in the back of my mind telling me that Seth is somewhere. Seth is watching and Jase will know everything she says and does right now. But only if Jase knew I left, only if Seth is watching me nonstop. The thought is comforting for a split second, and then I regret not telling Jase.
“You promise you didn’t say anything?” she asks and I nod.
I remind myself, this is Laura, Laura the friend I met in college, the girl who I ran to when I got dumped and needed to consume my weight in ice cream and fall asleep in front of romcoms. My Laura. My best, and really, my only friend.
There isn’t a damn thing she could do that would be problematic. With that thought lingering, I get to the bottom of it. “Why are we here?”
“Look… first…” It’s a heavy sigh that leaves her when she stares at me. The look she’s giving me is begging for forgiveness and acceptance.
“You’re freaking me out,” I admit and grip her hands in mine. They’re cold, just like the air, like my lungs, like everything back here on the cold winter night. “Just tell me; I won’t be mad.”
Laura’s never done anything like this and I don’t know what to expect. I always know what she’s going to do and say. She’s the voice of reason more times than not. But this… “I have no idea what you did, but it’s okay. Whatever you have to tell me or show me, it’s okay.” I hope my words comfort her like they do me. Even if they are only words.
“You have to accept it,” she tells me and her voice is sharp. The worry is gone in her cadence, replaced by strength.
“Accept what?” The question I ask goes unanswered. Instead a breeze blows, forcing Laura’s blonde hair to blow in front of her face although she makes no move to stop it. Bits of soft snow fall between us and all she does is stare at me and then make me promise.
“Promise you’ll take it. Promise you’ll never mention it again.” She inhales too quickly and finally moves, shifting on her feet to look behind me before adding, “Promise it leaves with you and you forget where you got it.”
My stomach coils and I nearly back away from her, but she grips my hand instead. “What the fuck is it, Laura?”
“Promise,” she demands.
“Whatever it is, I promise.” The pit in my stomach grows heavier as the trunk creaks open, darkness flooding it and hiding what’s inside at first glance.
It’s only when she pulls it out and shoves it into my chest that I see it’s a black duffle bag.
The trunk shuts and the thud of it closing is all I can hear as I hold the bag. It can’t be more than fifteen pounds, but until the hood is shut I have to hold it with both hands and then rest it against the flat back of the car.
“Don’t open it. Just take it.”
I look Laura dead in the eyes as I answer her, “You’ve lost your fucking mind if you think I’m not looking at what’s in here.”
“Don’t. In case someone’s watching.”
“What is it, Laura?” I ask her again, my voice even but somehow sounding eerie in the bitter air.
“Your way out of the debt,” is all she tells me until I grip her wrist, forcing her to look at me instead of walking back to her driver’s seat like she intended.
She glances at my hand on her wrist, and then back up to me before turning to face me toe to toe.
I don’t expect the words she says next. The casualness of her statement, yet how matter of fact it is.
“If you want to be with him, this is the world you live in. There’s a risk of people going after you. If you don’t… I think you’re still in that world, regardless. It has a way of not letting go.”
A silent shrill scream rings in my ears from the need to run, the need to do something. It comes from anxiety, from the need to fight or flee. I choose fight. I was born to fight.
She finishes, “But at least this gets rid of the debt.”
It takes a second and then another for me to comprehend what she’s saying.
“The debt? I owe him-”
“Three hundred grand.” She nods as she speaks. “And now you have it to pay off.”
“No fucking way.” I’m adamant as I shove the duffle bag into her chest but she doesn’t take it, she doesn’t reach out for it and the bag falls to the icy cracked ground. “Where did you get it?” I hiss the question, with a wild fear brewing inside of me. “Take it back,” I beg her before she even answers.
Her baby blue eyes search mine for a moment and I’m left with disbelief and confusion.
I tell her with a furious terror taking over, “You don’t have that kind of money.”
“I didn’t and then I did,” she answers simply.
Emotions well in my throat. “Take it back, Laura. However you got it, give it back.”
“No,” she says first and then adds, “I can’t anyway.”
“No, Laura, fuck! No.” I have to cover my face as it heats. “Please tell me-”
“I’m more than fine,” she cuts me off. “I wanted to do something for a long time. An offer I had and wasn’t sure if I wanted to take or not.”
It’s only the ease of her confession that settles me slightly.
“You can always go back.”
“No,” she answers me, “I can’t and I don’t want to. I’m not taking the bag back either and I have to go, I have the night shift and you promised me. You promised you’d take the bag.”
“What did you do?”
“I can’t tell you,” she murmurs. There’s no fear or desperation when she speaks to me and my head spins with the denial that this is even happening.
“You can, you can tell me anything.” I feel crazed as I reach out to her, stepping forward as she steps back and kicking the bag at my feet.
“I can’t tell you,” she says, stressing every word and pulling herself away from my grasp. “That bag is yours. And I have to go.”
She leaves me there with the duffle bag at my feet, the snow clinging to my hair and the cold of the night settling in to wrap its arms around me, the same way I wrap my hand around the strap to the duffle bag.





JASE
Years ago…

I knew something was off before I even opened the door. I spent the hour before coming here arguing with Carter about even bringing Angie here.
I didn’t trust her at The Red Room though. Not with the shit I have going on and the people that come and go. I tried to help her before and she took off, coming back worse. And the last three nights she destroyed the place, searching for anything to numb the pain she was in. She was fucking skin and bones. Her cheeks were so hollow. Addiction will do a lot of things to a person. It turns their curious smirks into glowers of pain, their bright eyes into dull gazes to nowhere.
It wasn’t just the addiction though. She couldn’t be sober because then she remembered what she’d done.
Fuck, the memory of it makes me sick.
“She’s not with me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help her.”
“You can’t help everyone, Jase.” Carter’s hardened voice is clear in my mind. He looked me in the eyes and told me, “You can’t help her. You can’t and shouldn’t. You shouldn’t have brought her here.”
“I don’t want to help everyone.” I bit back the answer, feeling the anger rise inside of me. It was the first disagreement we’d ever had. I had to do it, though. “I want to help her. Just one person.”
“Why? She’s not yours.”
He didn’t get it. For the first time, he showed his confusion. He didn’t understand that I didn’t want her, I just wanted her to be okay. Even if she was nearly a stranger, even if I’d never want her to walk through the doors of the bar again once she left.
I needed to feel like I could make it right. We all make mistakes, but it’s okay if you can make it right. I just needed to make it right.
“You shouldn’t have brought her here.” That was the last thing he said to me as I made my way back to the guest bedroom, questioning everything I’d done. I’d like to think that was why I thought things were off when I got to the door. But it was something deeper than that.
With my hand on the doorknob, I remember how I told her to just sleep before I left. Get some fucking sleep to help her with the withdrawal. Her eyes were so sunken in and dark as she screamed at me. It could have been the cocaine or the heroin. She looked nothing like the woman I’d known before.
I had to empty the room out to keep her from throwing things. She liked comic books, so I went out to get her some. It would only be weeks. Only weeks of helping her get back on her feet, then she was someone else’s problem. Then she’d be able to think clearly and choose whatever she wanted to do next. But as it stood, the addiction made every choice and it was leading her to an early grave.
I remember the way my scar shined on my hand, the light brighter there than on the metal knob as I pushed the door open.
It was quiet, too quiet for her not to be sleeping in the empty bed.
The bathroom door was closed and I glanced at the clock. 3:04 a.m. Someone once told me the Devil gets a minute every day. 3:07 to come and do his darkest deeds. I stared at the clock, knowing the Devil’s deeds were done all day long, whether he was here or not.
Every second I sat on the chair in the room, I thought about what to tell her. I didn’t know her well enough to know what to say. All I could think of telling her was that it would be better tomorrow. That she just had to take it day by day. It takes weeks to get through the worst of it, sometimes longer.
She didn’t listen the first time, or the second, but maybe she’d listen now. Maybe tomorrow. Back then, I had hope.
The next time I looked at my watch, nearly forty minutes had passed. It was then that I realized it was still too quiet. Far too quiet.
I knocked at the door, but she didn’t respond. “Angie?” I called her name, and still nothing.
I knocked harder, feeling that gut instinct that something was wrong. I remember the way her name felt as I screamed it and hammered my fist against the door, all the while, it was far too quiet.
Testing the knob, it wasn’t locked, so I pushed it open. I knew then though, the Devil had come and gone. And that I was too late.
She’d shut the shower curtain, but even through it I could see the slash of red on the tiled wall. I’ll never forget that first sound I heard that night when I went to check on her. It was the sound of the shower curtain opening.
The blood was all over her hands and arms. The first thought I had, was that she must’ve regretted it and tried to stop the blood from the cut at her throat.
She tried to take it back.
I didn’t cry for her in that moment, but I leaned back against the wall, taking in her red hair and how it matted to her bloodied skin. Her eyes were still open, so once I could move, I closed them for her, even though my hand shook.
I failed her. I did this to her. It was all I could think.
Falling to my knees next to the tub, I prayed for the first time since my mama died. I asked God to take over for me. To help her and forgive her and forgive her sins.
I didn’t ask him to forgive mine though. I’d be more careful about mine, but I knew I’d keep doing it.
I couldn’t take back the years of what we’d already done. I couldn’t take any of it back.
Carter was right, I never should have brought her there.

“I REMEMBER the first time I met Angie. I thought she was a sweet girl although a little too loud when she was drunk. She was older than me, and didn’t want a damn thing to do with me other than to score drugs for a party. Which was fine, because the feeling was mutual.” I talk easily, like I’m only telling a story.
“Coke or pot for the weekend. Whatever the flavor of the week was, she wanted it. It was easy to sell it to her. With her long red hair and wild green eyes, she wasn’t my type, but I couldn’t deny she was kind and polite. She used to stand on her tiptoes to turn around after getting her stash, doing a little curtsy of thanks that would at least get a chuckle from me.
“You remember Angie, Seth?” I speak clear enough that both Seth and Hal can hear me. The basement room today feels hotter than ever. More suffocating than it’s ever been before.
“Of course.” Seth answers calmly as I roll up the sleeves to my shirt. I’m careful and meticulous, but even so, I know I’m on edge. I’m on the verge of losing it and I haven’t even touched the surface yet. He adds, “One of our first regulars,” when I don’t respond.
I made the mistake of watching the video Marcus sent me the second I got out of the park. I brought Hal here and waited. I didn’t sleep, I didn’t go home. I just waited until Seth said Hal was alert enough to go through with this.
Like always, he’s standing behind Mr. Hal, who’s in the interrogation chair. Although there’s no interrogation today.
There are no questions for him. No need for a shirt to smother his screams. I want to hear them. I want the memories of tonight to somehow mask the memories I have of Angie’s last day.
“You remember her?” I question Hal, feeling that crease deepen in the center of my forehead as I pick up the hammer. It’s an ordinary hammer.
The tool of choice is fitting. Angie’s dad worked as a carpenter. When he died, she went off the rails, that’s what she told me once when she was struggling with her sobriety. It was easier than dealing with reality and the party drugs she bought for weekends became necessary every day. And then a few times every day. And then harder drugs. Just so she didn’t have to think about her dead father.
So it made sense to me to choose a hammer.
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the man answers. Confidently, stubbornly, like somehow he’s got the upper hand here. Maybe he thinks I actually have questions, but I don’t. All I have for him is a story.
I watch the light shine off the flat iron head of the hammer as I walk closer to him. There are no cuts on his wrists from trying to escape, nothing that shows any fear. And that’s fine by me. I don’t want him scared, I want him in pain. In fucking agony the way Angie was.
In the same agony Bethany’s stuck in. The thought strikes me hard, and I hate it. I want it to go away. More than anything, I want her pain to stop.
My arm whips in front of me, the metal crashing against the man’s jaw and morphing his scream into a cry of agony in a single blow.
The left side of his jaw hangs a little lower and the man fights against his restraints as he screams from the impact.
Glancing at the splatter of blood across my dress shirt, a huff of a breath leaves me, trying to calm the rage, trying to calm the need to not stop.
But Bethany’s pain never stops. It never fucking ends.
“Marcus showed me a video. Only one. You knew her,” I say and shrug, like it’s not a big deal. Like he wasn’t forcing himself down her throat while she was high and crying on a dirty floor.
“You knew her better than me,” I comment. Thinking back to who she was before it all went downhill and trying to get the loathsome video out of my mind. If I could bleach it away, I would.
“She came in a lot, but only to get what she needed,” Seth speaks from behind the fucker. He’s reading me, his eyes never leaving me as I pace in front of the chair, waiting for Hal to stop his bitching and moaning.
“I want him to hear this,” I tell Seth, raising my voice just enough for him to know not to console me like he’s trying to do. I don’t need that shit. I don’t need to be told I couldn’t have helped her or I couldn’t have stopped it. I could have. I know I could have if I wasn’t so fucking high on power and young and stupid. It’s more controlled now. But back then, there was no protocol, and we sold to anyone and as much as they wanted.
“She was young, I had the drugs, I couldn’t tell her no at first. She was the first person I told no. The first one where I realized I ruined her life.” I’m staring at this asshole, and he’s not looking at me. He’s whimpering, looking down at his bare feet that are planted on the steel grid beneath him. He’s not paying attention, so I swing the hammer again. Down onto his right foot. Crack! And then the left. The clang of the metal and the crack of small bones ricochets in the room. The black and blue on his skin is instant.
He screams and cries, but all it does is make me angry. He didn’t care that Angie cried. He didn’t care about what he did to her. He can mourn for his own pain all he wants, but it’s not enough.
I have to walk away, seeing Bethany’s face and knowing she wouldn’t approve of this. What alternative is there though? To let this world turn with no consequence?
It’s the fact that we feel pain when others feel nothing. This man feels nothing. The regret is hard enough and the guilt too, but walking around in a world where it isn’t acknowledged, where those feelings travel alone… it’s a hell that hides in every corner.
Hal cusses at me, spitting at my feet and sneering an expression of hate. He can’t hold it long though. I slowly draw the sharp edge of the hammer across his throat as I speak.
“It was my fault, Hal. My fault that she got hooked and when she did, I sent her away. We’d only just begun in this game. We were bound to make mistakes. And Angie Davis was one of them.”
Fuck, the guilt comes back full force just saying her name.
“I told her no, only a few months after I met her. I gave her the sweets, I told her to get better and then she could come back. Instead, she found you.”
If she hadn’t come to me, if Angie had gone to Bethany instead… My fiery woman, she would have known what to do. “Angie wanted help, she really did.” I equate her to Jenny in this moment. Wondering if it really would have been different. If she really wanted help and if Bethany could have fixed her. I wish I could go back.
I can smash this hammer into his head, but I can’t take her pain away. There’s not a damn thing I can do to take Bethany’s pain away
I think the words Hal’s trying to say are, “Please, don’t,” as he spits up blood. It only reminds me of the way Angie said it in the video I saw hours ago. Please, don’t.
“It’s fine to party and have a good time, but she was slipping. She wasn’t herself. Addiction grabbed hold of her and wasn’t letting go. Anyone and everyone could see it.”
“Yeah, I remember,” Seth comments, nodding his head even as looks at me like he has nothing but sympathy for me. Fuck that. I don’t need sympathy. I don’t deserve sympathy.
“I remember. She was clinging to you crying, begging you for more.” Seth still hasn’t accepted what I have. Every word he says sounds like an excuse. “You sent her away with a way to help her.”
Fuck, I should have known better. I wasn’t in it like Carter was. I’d only just started and I didn’t realize the ripple effect and the tidal wave it was capable of creating.
“I was young and I was stupid. I gave her whatever she wanted and however much she said she needed. Even when I knew it was getting bad. It took a long time before I sent her away…”
“Jase,” Seth’s tone is warning, cautioning me in where my mind is going, but I cut him off.
“No.” My response echoes in the room even though it’s pushed through gritted teeth while I tap the hammer in my hand, blood and all, as I add, “I take that blame. It’s my fault. All of it.”
Lifting the hammer up, I point it at Hal. “But you,” I start to speak. I can’t get the rest out though. I can’t voice where this story inevitably turns.
Instead I crash the hammer onto his knees. Bashing them relentlessly. Then his thighs. His arms. Every bone I can break.
Screams and hot blood surround me. The man’s cries get louder and louder. Does he cry in front of me at the memory? Or at the realization that there’s no way he’s getting out of this room alive?
It’s what I’ve wanted for so long, some kind of justice for Angie, but I thought it would feel different. I thought it would feel better than this.
Instead the pain seeps into my blood, where it runs rampant in my body. The memories refuse to stop.
With a deep inhale I back away, letting the screams dull as I think about how sunken in her face was when she came to me after a month of being gone. I didn’t know. I didn’t take responsibility for what I’d done, and I let her walk out, thinking she’d be fine.
Because that was the story I wanted to hear.
“She told me things you had her do, but you didn’t have a name then. How you took advantage of her. You had others come in while she was tied down on the table. She told me how she didn’t even care when you tossed the heroin at her. That she remembers how badly she needed the hit. Even as you and the other men laughed at her and what you’d done.”
Seth isn’t expecting the next blow I give to the guy, straight across his jaw. He lets out a shout of surprise as the blood sprays from the gushing wound, down Seth’s jeans and onto his shoes.
The once clean, bright white sneakers with a red streak are now doused in blood.
He takes a step back, getting out of my way and keeping his hands up in the air. He’s acting like I’m the one who’s gone crazy. But how could I be sane if the very thought of what happened didn’t turn me mad?
“Seth, she ever tell you the things she did when we sent her away?” I ask him. Feeling a pain rip my insides open.
He shakes his head. His dark eyes are shining with unwanted remorse.
“She said she did shit she was so ashamed of, she couldn’t tell me. She said she didn’t deserve to live.”
I smash the hammer down onto Hal’s shoulder. But he doesn’t scream this time and that only makes me hit him harder. Still, he’s silent. His head’s fallen to one side and I don’t care. Maybe his ghost will hear me.
“All the money and all the power in the world, and I couldn’t save her,” I scream at the man. “You know why?” I keep talking to him. To the dead man. Feeling my sanity slip. “Why I couldn’t save her?” I ask him, knowing Seth’s eyes are on me, hearing his attempts to calm me down but ignoring him.
“Because she couldn’t live with the things she’d done when she wasn’t sober. She remembered it all. And she couldn’t deal with it.”
There is never true justice in tragedy.
You have to live with yourself after what’s done is done.
“Angie couldn’t do it,” I tell him. “She couldn’t live with the memories and she couldn’t forgive herself.”
I locked her in a room to help her get over the withdrawal. I gave her the pills and I gave her a safe place.
She killed herself.
“She had a sister. She had a mother who needed her. I couldn’t even get out of the car at the funeral because of how they were crying.”
It’s the endings that don’t have an honest goodbye that hurt the most. They linger forever because the words were never spoken.
I don’t know who I’m talking to at this point. Seth or a man who didn’t feel remorse for what he’d done, only for himself. I should have made him suffer longer. I should have controlled myself.
I hate that I ever sold her anything. I hate that the beautiful redhead at the bar would never smile again. All because of a dime bag of powder that took her far away from the world she wanted to leave. All because I sold it to her.
Every blow, I would take too. I deserve it.
Bethany should do to me what I’ve just done to this man. I led Jenny down that path. We sold her drugs, we bribed her with them for information. Even if it wasn’t her first or her last, I know we sold her something and then let her walk away.
The thought only makes me slam the iron of the hammer down harder and more recklessly. Crashing into his face, his shoulders and arms. Every part of him. Over and over again, feeling all the anger, the pain, the sadness run through me, urging me to do it again and again.
When my body gives out and I fall to the floor on my knees, heaving in air, I finally stop. Letting my head fall back, and closing my eyes.
I could never tell Bethany. She deserves to hate me. I don’t deserve her love, let alone her forgiveness. Not any of it.





BETHANY
The very idea of leaving three hundred thousand dollars in the back of a car makes me want to throw up. People kill for this kind of money.
I can hardly even believe I actually have that amount. I didn’t count it and I don’t intend to. I don’t want to touch it. All I did was unzip the bag once and then close my eyes again, pretending like I didn’t see it.
Three hundred thousand dollars. I don’t know what Laura did to get this money, but maybe I can give it right back to her. I don’t think Jase gives a shit about the debt. A very large part of me believes it’s more than that.
I won’t know until I do this. Although sickness churns inside of me at the possibilities, I focus on the one thing I want to happen. I hand it to him, telling him honestly where it came from. He hands it back, telling me it’s not my money and he doesn’t want it.
“That’s what will happen,” I say for the dozenth time under my breath to no one. Maybe the dozenth is the trick, because I’m starting to believe it.
He wasn’t home when I got back last night and he wasn’t home when I woke up after only sleeping a handful of hours. He didn’t answer my texts. He’s nowhere to be found. The money was in the car while I paced inside waiting and waiting. I finally had to come out and make sure it was still there. I ended up getting in, just to kill time rather than pacing and pacing. I drove past the graveyard a few times, but I never got out of the car.
Pulling out the keys from the ignition, I stare up at the large estate, going over the dialogue in my head one more time.
The debt is paid. The time we had together was time I spent with you and nothing more and nothing less. That’s what I’m going to say to him. I can do it.
I’m burning up in the car, the sweat along my skin won’t quit. I know part of it is from the duffle bag in the back. I look over my shoulder once again, just like I have the entire drive down here last night and even an hour ago to make sure it didn’t magically disappear.
Part of this anxiousness though is because I don’t know what Jase will say or what he’ll do with me once the money’s handed over.
It’s not just a debt. I know that. It can’t be just a debt to him.
Opening the car door lets the cool air hit me and I relish in it. Calming down and shaking out my hands.
This world Jenny brought me into… I’m not fighting it anymore. I’m walking into it, ready for what it will bring me. It’s another step forward. I can feel it. Just like telling Laura everything. Maybe it’s a small step, but it’s one I’m taking.
My heels click on the paved path to his door. The door that I open on my own.
He could take that away, but why would he? The doubts swirl and mix with the fear that what we have is only about the debt. Maybe he likes holding it over my head; maybe he thinks he won’t have the upper hand if I pay it off.
That thought actually eases the tension in me. He’s never going to have the upper hand when it comes to me. He should know that by now.
Calm, confident and collected I walk into the foyer and then past the hall, listening to my heels click in the empty space. The clicks, the thumps, they all only add to the urgency to tell him. To get it off my chest and to get that cash out of the back of my car.
“Jase,” I call out his name, seeing the bedroom door open, but he doesn’t answer.
A chill follows me, bombarding me even as I stand in the threshold of the dark bedroom and see only the light from the bathroom.
There are moments in time when you know instinctively everything is wrong. You know you’re going to see something that you don’t want to see. It’s like there’s a piece of our soul that’s been here before. A piece that’s preparing you for what’s to come. Warning you even. And maybe if I was smarter, I’d take the warning and I wouldn’t step foot into his bedroom.
I’m not smart enough though.
With the sound of running water getting louder as I approach, I creep quietly to his master bath.
The water’s so loud I’m sure he couldn’t hear me. That’s what I tell myself.
Thump, my heart doesn’t want to be here. Thump, it wants me to stop. I test the doorknob, and it’s not locked. Something inside of me screams not to take this step. Not to go forward. It’s the wrong time, I’m not ready for it. I can feel it trying to pull me away.
But I’m already turning the knob and with a creak, I push the door open.
I catch sight of his clothes on the floor first; he’s still hidden from view from where I’m standing. The mix of bright and dark red splotches and smears wraps a vise around my lungs.
I can’t breathe, but I still move forward.
Blood. There’s blood on his shirt. That’s blood, isn’t it? Fear wriggles its way deeper inside of me, like a parasite taking over.
“Jase,” I barely speak his name while taking a small step forward. My gaze moves from the blood on his clothes piled on the tile floor, to his naked body seated on the edge of the tub. He’s covered with the way he’s sitting, and his head’s lowered, hanging heavy in front of him. I’m not sure he heard me the way he’s sitting there. Like he’s stunned, like his mind is elsewhere, lost in another place or another time.
Despair is crippling and I swallow hard. My trembling fingers reach out to pick up his shirt, wanting to believe it’s not blood. There’s not a mark on his skin, no cuts or bruises that are fresh. The cut I gave him is scabbed over.
The warmth of the air flows around me as I step closer and lift the shirt off the floor. It can’t be blood, Jase isn’t injured. Jase is fine.
But it looks like it. I don’t understand. There’s so much blood, in different patterns. Smeared and stained into the undershirt. I still don’t want to believe it. I wish it would be anything else. My head spins as I grip the shirt tighter, staring at it as if it’ll change, it’ll go back to being clean if only I look at it the right way. But it’s blood. There’s so much blood, my hands are wet with it.
“Bethany.” Jase’s voice catches me off guard and I scream, pulling the shirt into my chest out of instinct before shoving it away when I realize I’ve pressed the bloody clothes to my own.
I could throw up with the revolting disgust and fear that sink into my bones. The blood is on me.
“Whose blood is that?” The question tumbles from me as I take a step backward and Jase stands up tall. My hands grip the doorway and my fingers leave a trail of blood.
There’s a look in his eyes I will never forget when my gaze finally reaches his.
A darkness I haven’t seen before and the fear that accompanies it is all-consuming.
In sharp spikes, the chills take over and I take another step back. Out of the bathroom and away from him.
That piece of my soul that was warning me before… it wasn’t about the blood, it was about Jase. I know it to be true when he takes another step forward, so much larger than mine with his hands raised and he tells me to calm down.
If I could speak, I’d tell him he’s crazy to think I should calm down. If I could speak, I’d scream at him, demanding he tell me what he’s done.
But I can’t. Every syllable catches in the back of my throat in a way that feels like I’m choking.
“Let me get a shower and we can talk,” Jase states calmly, the savage look in his eyes just barely dimming.
My head shakes, all on its lonesome and I turn and run. As fast as I can, I run away from him.
“Fuck,” I hear him mutter as I bolt to the door, sweeping myself around it and crashing into the hall wall. I don’t stop running, even though I don’t hear him behind me.
Thump, thump, thump, thump. My heart pounds faster than my heels, ushering me away.
As I reach the door, I hear him call out. With my hand on the scanner, I turn around to see him with a pair of sweats, walking toward me, not running.
Maybe he thought that would keep me from leaving. Maybe he thought I wouldn’t be threatened or I wouldn’t be scared.
But he was wrong.
So fucking wrong. The second I swing the door open, I hear him scream my name and start running. I slam the door closed knowing he’ll have to use the scanner too. It’s another second I have ahead of him. Only seconds.
Run!
I scramble to my car and to find my keys. With terror raging through me at Jase getting his hands on me and forcing me back inside, at not knowing what he’ll do to me or what he’s capable of, I shove the gear into drive and reverse out of the driveway. I’m senselessly speeding away with the sight of him swinging the door open the moment my car hits the gate. Crashing it open and denting the hood of my car.
Even as I scream, I keep my foot on the gas, not caring about the damage, just needing to leave as quickly as possible.
I need to run and never stop.
Run far away and not look back.
The car jostles as I go over a curb and then another, my tires screaming as I race out of the long drive and backroads to get to the busy streets.
My gaze spends too long in the rearview, waiting for his car to show. It doesn’t, but that doesn’t keep me from tearing down the road.
My grip is hot, my pulse fast. I need to get the fuck out of here.
It’s only once I’ve gotten onto the main road and I’m minutes away from my home that I let myself think of anything other than the need to go faster.
How could I love him? How could I want to love him?
Thoughts run wild in my mind, fighting with each other to be heard. There’s a pounding in my temple and I don’t even realize when I’ve run the red light until a car beeps their horn at me.
Fuck! I have to veer to the right to miss hitting the SUV. A wave of heat flows over my skin, far too hot as my tires squeal and I barely keep my car on the road.
That doesn’t stop me. I keep going. I don’t stop. I can’t stop. I need to go faster. I need to get away.
With my chest heaving, I catch sight of the blood. Oh my God, the blood.
I need to get it off. I need to get this off. Bile climbs up my throat and I have to swallow it as I pull into my driveway. It’s a reckless turn but I don’t care. I need to get inside and get this off.
Get this blood off of me. Get Jase Cross off of me.
It’s all I can think about as I slam the door shut to my car and run to the porch. The gust of cold air brings with it the white mist of an incoming storm tonight.
My hands are still shaking as I search for my key and that’s what I’m staring at when I hear Officer Walsh’s voice. “Bethany?”
The surprise and shock make me scream and drop my keys. They bang as they hit the ground and I stay perfectly still.
“Fuck.” The word is spoken faintly as I stare back at him on the other end of my porch as he gets up from the chair. Like he was waiting for me.
I know my expression is one of fear and guilt, a doe-eyed woman caught in the act of something awful and I can’t change it as our gazes lock.
“Is that blood?” he asks, standing straighter, but with his hand behind him as my feet turn to stone and refuse to move.
“No,” I lie and his head tilts as his hand pushes his coat back and his fingers rest on his gun.
“I didn’t do anything,” I spill the words out, pleading with him to understand. My pulse rages and I can barely stand up straight. Fuck, no. How did this happen?
“Tell me everything. I can help you,” he urges, but it doesn’t sound sincere.
“You have to believe me. It’s not me. I didn’t do anything.”
“Tell me whose blood that is.”
“I don’t know,” I practically shriek.
“It is blood then?” he questions. Immediately, I feel caught. I feel trapped. The bite of the air creeps in, cracking the heat that’s consumed me.
My lips part, but instead of giving him words, all I can do is swallow as my vision becomes dizzy.
“Tell me everything, Bethany; what happened?” His question comes out harder this time and he takes a step forward. I instinctively take a step back and my back hits the wall of the house.
With a trembling voice I whisper, begging him to let me go. “I can’t,” I tell him. “I don’t know.”
My inhale is ragged as he takes another step closer and I have nowhere to go.
“I wish I didn’t have to do this.” Pulling out the cuffs from behind his back, he tells me, “Bethany Fawn, you’re under arrest.”





A SINGLE TOUCH
A Single Touch
Book 3

From USA Today bestselling author W. Winters comes the conclusion to the breathtaking, heart-wrenching romantic suspense trilogy, Irresistible Attraction. 

Sometimes you meet someone, although maybe meet isn’t quite the right word. You don’t even have to say hello for this to happen. You simply pass by them and everything in your world changes forever. Chills flow from where you imagine he’d kiss you in the crook of your neck, moving all the way down with only a single glance.
I know you know what I’m referring to. The moment when something inside of you ignites to life, recognizing the other half that’s been gone for far too long.
It burns hot, destroying any hope that it’s only a coincidence, and that life will go back to what it was. These moments are never forgotten.
That’s only with a single glance.
I can tell you what a single touch will do. It will consume you and everything you thought you knew.
I felt all of this with Jase Cross, with every flicker of the flames that roared inside of me.
I knew he’d be my downfall, and I was determined to be his just the same.

A Single Touch is the third and final book of the Irresistible Attraction trilogy.
A Single Glance and A Single Kiss must be read first.





PROLOGUE
“Past is a nice place to visit, but certainly not a good place to stay.”
- Anonymous

Bethany

M y calculus grades are slipping. The large red D scribbled in Miss Talbot’s handwriting stares back at me. One look at it shoves the knot in the back of my throat even deeper down my windpipe. My bookbag falls to the floor in the nursing home with a dull thud as I whisper the word, “fuck.” With my hand rubbing under my tired eyes, I let out a heavy sigh and stare at the ceiling in the hallway.
There’s no way I’m going to be able to stay in college if I don’t pass. There’s no coming back from this. My grades didn’t slip like this last year when Jenny was here with me every day at four o’clock on the dot. I only have one more year to go, but this class is a core requirement. I’ll never need to know how the hell derivatives work in order to be a nurse, but I can’t fail this class. I can’t fucking fail.
“Bethany?” The soft voice belongs to Nurse Judy. She told me exactly how she got her degree and that I could do it just like she did. She’s the reason I changed my major sophomore year to pursue a nursing degree. Just as she creeps into the long hall, I shove the test into a notebook while stuffing it into my worn leather backpack, listening to the sound of the zipper rather than what she’s saying.
I’ll fail calculus, lose the scholarship that’s paid for more than half of my college education, and be left with even more debt and no degree to show for it. Perfect. I don’t know what I’m going to do. Other than work a nine-to-five at whatever minimum wage job I can get. If they’ll even hire me.
“Did you hear me?” Nurse Judy coaxes me out of my downward spiral and it’s then that I see the worried look in her dark brown eyes. “Your mother had a relapse.”
“A relapse?” The confusion leaves a deep crease on my forehead.
“We don’t know what caused it, but she’s with us, Bethany. Mentally aware.”
“Aware?” All the air leaves me with the single word.
“She woke up, not knowing what happened during the last three or so years. But she knows time has passed. She knows you and your sister have been on your own and that she has Alzheimer’s.”
“I don’t understand how that’s possible.” Fear is something I never expected to feel in this moment. I’ve had so many dreams come to me in the middle of the night where my mother would be lucid. Where she’d tell me it was okay, that she was back now. Back for good and that she remembers everything. They were only dreams though. It’s only ever a dream.
I can barely swallow as I stare past Nurse Judy and walk forward without conscious awareness. “Is she okay?” It’s the only thing I can ask. I can’t imagine what it’s like to wake up one day to have lost years of time. To wake up and find your children look different and everything’s changed.
The oddest thing in this moment is that I hope she still loves me. I just want her to love me still.
Even if I’m failing. Even if I’m no longer her little girl. It’s been years since she’s been lucid and this is what I want most of all.
“She’ll be better when she sees you,” is the answer Nurse Judy gives me. With each step, I know I’ll always remember this moment. It’s like something flipped a switch in my head and a voice gives me reassurance. This moment will never leave you. This moment will define you.
“Are they here?” my mother’s voice calls out. Echoed in her voice, I can hear the strain of past tears. “Did they get your messages?”
My answer drowns out Nurse Judy’s as I round the corner to the living room in the home, my steps picking up pace just as my throat tightens. “Mom,” I croak.
She’s frail and thin, as she was yesterday and the day before. Somehow I thought when she came into view, she’d look like she did the last time I held her hand and she asked me again who my sister was.
She had her makeup done perfectly although she didn’t need it. Mom used to say she’d never grow old. Even joked about it that day as she brushed her blush up to her temples. That was the day we took her to the hospital. She’d forgotten who my sister was and it took me a long time to realize she’d forgotten who I was too. She thought I was her best friend from high school, the girl she named me after. A girl who had long since died.
My mother squeezes me harder today than she did back then and the tickle in the back of my throat grows impatient as I hold my breath and squeeze her back just as tight.
I don’t cry until her body wracks with sobs against mine. “Sorry,” she tells me. “I’m so sorry,” is all she can say over and over.
As if she chose this. As if she wanted to forget the life she had and let the memories fade and die. That’s what forgetting is, it’s the death of the life you had. It doesn’t just kill you though. It kills everyone else as well.
I only pull away from her for a moment, just to tell her there’s nothing to be sorry for, but the words are lost when she looks into my eyes. Her own are gray and clouded with a gaze of sorrow.
“Mom?”
Her expression changes in an instant. Confusion clouds her face, where just minutes ago there was clarity.
My mother is in there, or she was, but the moment is gone.
“Who are you?”
“Mom, come back,” I beg her, feeling my chest hollow and then fill with agony. “Where’d you go?” I ask her, not giving into the fear this time, only the loss. “Mom!” Hope is undeniable. “I’m here, Mom; I’m here!”
Her hand tightens on my forearm, too tight.
“Mom,” I gasp, trying to pry her hands off of me as she refuses to look away, refuses to react to anything at all. She’s merely a statue and the realization frightens me. I turn to look over my shoulder just as I hear the front door shut from the hall. My heartbeat races. Where’d Nurse Judy go?
“Mom,” I protest, writhing out of her grasp. “Help!” I finally call out, the fear winning.
“Everyone I loved has died,” my mother says, and her voice is ragged. Despair and loss morph her features into one of pain and her grip on me loosens.
Staring into my eyes with sincerity, she tells me, “Everyone you love will die before you do.” As if she’s talking to a stranger she only intends to bring pain, they’re the last words she speaks before her slender body relaxes into the chair. Her gaze wanders aimlessly as I stand there breathless from both fear and despair, knowing I was too late. That’s when I hear the quickened footsteps of my sister running into the room.
Running to see her mother. Who’s already gone.
Seconds pass, and I can’t look at Jenny. I brush the tears away as Nurse Judy pushes past us both, aiding my mother, whose consciousness has drifted to another place and another time.
“Mom,” my sister cries. And I don’t blame her.

THAT WAS the last time my sister cried for our mother. She didn’t even cry at her funeral nearly a year later. Jenny always held it against her that our mother didn’t wait for her. She held it against me too, knowing I at least got to hear Mom tell me she was sorry.
I never told her what else our mother said. I tried to forget it. I did everything I could to kill that memory.
It’s come back though. It refuses to die, unlike other things in my life.





BETHANY
The clock doesn’t stop ticking.
It’s one of those simple round clocks. There’s nothing special about the white backing and thick black frame. Tick, tick, tick. It’s loud and unforgiving. The torture of it is all I can focus on to bring me sanity as the last hours of my life fall like dominoes in my memory.
The money in the trunk.
“You still haven’t explained where you got the three hundred thousand dollars.” Officer Walsh’s voice is hard.
The blood on Jase’s clothes and the look in his eyes when I came into his bathroom.
“Or why you were covered in blood. Whose blood is it, Miss Fawn? You need to tell us.”
Fear is what motivated me to run from him. Fear is the cause of all of this. It’s left me now, though. In its place is something more resigned.
One long, deep breath falls from me as I stare at the painted white bricks of the interrogation room’s walls and listen to the tick, tick, tick.
My piss-poor decisions have led to this point in my life.
The point of waiting. I’ve fucked it up enough; I may as well just let it all fall. When Alice fell, she landed in Wonderland. I’m thinking that’s not where I’ll land, but I’m ready to feel the weightlessness of what’s to come. I’m simply tired of fighting it.
There’s another officer in the room. He’s younger. When I first listened to their demands for me to answer their questions, I sat here hours ago with my shoulders tense and feeling the need to curl up into a ball and hide. The young cop sat across from me, his arms crossed and his gaze never wandering from me.
I don’t like him or the way he looks at me.
“We’re doing a DNA test now. You think it’s going to hit, Walsh?” The other officer, Linders, finally speaks to Walsh, even if his eyes are still pinned on me. There’s a certain level of disdain that seeps into my skin every time I meet his gaze.
“I’ll tell you what I think,” Officer Walsh answers. He’s staring at me too, even as he taps the stack of papers in his hand and continues, “I think she was in the wrong place at the wrong time and that she has names.”
Tick, tick, the clock goes on. It’s been like this for hours in this cold interrogation room. An ache in my back reminds me how uncomfortable this metal chair is.
“I don’t think so. I think she was hired for a hit or was hiring someone else and it went wrong.” Officer Linders speaks clearly, although his voice is low and rough. “A hit or drugs. There’s no other explanation. Who’d you get the cash from?” he asks me. It has to be the hundredth time they’ve asked about the cash. “Where did it all go wrong?”
“I already told you,” I start to say but don’t recognize my tired voice anymore as I lift my gaze to Officer Walsh’s and then to Linders’s. “I don’t have anything to say.”
Officer Walsh leans forward, exasperated. The metal legs grind against the floor as he repositions in his chair. “I saw how scared you were,” he says. Compassion wraps itself around every word and his gaze pleads with me to give him something. “I can help you.”
A second passes and then another.
I could let it all out. I could tell them the truth. I know I could. Maybe they’d give me a new name and send me off to some place where bad men can’t find me. Somewhere free of all these memories. A place where I didn’t have to think of my sister or my fucked up life.
Where I wouldn’t feel the presence of Jase Cross on every inch of surface I can see, smell, touch.
As I swallow, the click of the the heat switching on is all that can be heard in the room.
I don’t want to live in that world. In a world where Jase Cross doesn’t hover over me. Even if he scared the hell out of me. Recalling the sight of him sitting there on the edge of the tub, tilting his head to look me in the eyes, makes me close mine tight. I don’t know what happened, but I can’t leave him.
More than anything, the incessant ticking of the clock reminds me that every second that passes, I’m not with him. He’s not okay and I’m not with him.
Let me fall to whatever may await me, and I’ll crawl my way back up to Jase. I’ll find him or he’ll find me. And when that happens, he better fucking confess. I deserve to know what happened.
Strands of my hair wind around my finger as I ignore Officer Walsh. He hasn’t charged me yet, but I know he will. I’ll be charged with obstruction of justice for not giving them information about the blood on my shirt when it comes back confirmed from a human… or maybe with a name. God forbid it comes back as from a missing person. And who knows what I’ll be charged with because of the cash in the back of my car. I don’t even know what the offenses will be, since so many have been listed off in their speculation of what I’ve done.
But I’ll never say a word. And that’s how I know I care more for Jase than I should. And why he needs to tell me everything.
“There’s no helping anything. Whatever she says will be a lie.” The dark stare of Officer Linders makes my stomach curl.
Good cop, bad cop, I suppose. I manage to offer him a hint of a smile. My mouth moves on its own and I didn’t mean for it to do that. It just happens. As if I need to tempt fate any further.
“Let me make you an offer,” Officer Walsh starts and Linders huffs in disdain, rocking back in the chair and for the first time his gaze shifts from me. He’s young, very Italian in appearance although he doesn’t have an accent. He scratches at his coarse dark stubble as Officer Walsh draws my attention.
“I used to work for the FBI and I have some friends in town, looking into things.” There’s a sense of compassion and empathy in Cody Walsh’s voice that’s hypnotizing, like a lullaby that draws you in. “What I’m trying to tell you is that I have connections. I know what happened to your sister. I know Jase Cross has been seen at your residence.”
His light blue eyes sharpen every time he says, ‘Cross.’ “What I know is that you can have a happy life. You can start over, Bethany. All you have to do is tell me what happened.”
It’s like he read my mind. A way out. This is the bottom of the barrel, isn’t it? When you need witness protection to find a way out of the hole you’ve dug for yourself.
Officer Linders clears his throat and the spell from Walsh is broken for only a moment as my eyes flick between the two of them. A man with hate for me, and another who I’ve felt from the first day I saw him, that he wanted to help me.
“All you have to do is tell me what happened.” His hand gestures an inch above the table as he adds, “No matter how guilty you may feel; no matter what you’ve done.”
Everything seems to slow as a part of my conscience begs me to consider. The part that remembers how dark Jase’s eyes were when I last saw him. The part that’s fear’s companion. The part that questions if I’m strong enough for all this. Even if Jase tells me what he did and why he was sitting there like that, like he was someone else. Even if I pretend as though what happened earlier today will never happen again.
And yet another part of me is like a signal amid all the noise. A part that’s fading away. A small part that remembers this all started because I wanted a single thing from Jase Cross.
A name. The murderer who made the one person I had left in my life disappear. Justice for my sister.
A name Jase has yet to deliver.
I have to blink away the thoughts, and Officer Walsh seems to take it as me considering his offer.
Say nothing, do nothing. Say nothing, do nothing. Fall down the rabbit hole; they can even throw me in that pit if they want. When I finally land, I’ll do what I’ve always done. I’ll stand up on my own and keep moving. With Jase or without.
Three knocks at the door startle me, causing the chair I’m firmly seated in to jump back. Officer Walsh is the one to stand and rise, leaving Linders staring at me, relishing in the hint of fear I’ve shown. I can barely hear someone outside the slightly ajar door speaking to Officer Walsh over the sound of my heart racing.
All my life, I’ve lived by elementary rules. Do what is right and not what is wrong. It’s the simplest way to break down the laws of life. And yet here I sit, not knowing my judgment and wondering when the black and white of right and wrong turned so gray for me. Especially since I can’t even list all the wrong things I’ve done recently. There are too many to count, yet I’d defend them all.
“Be right back.” Officer Walsh is tense as he grips the door, locks eyes with me, then leaves the room. With only Linders across from me, a new tension rises inside of me.
I don’t like the way he looks at me. Fear and anger curl my fingers into a fist in my lap.
Say nothing, do nothing.
He stares at me and I him, neither of us saying a word until a small red light goes off to my left. It’s oddly placed in between the painted bricks. If it had never come on, I would’ve never known of its existence. And the little red light changes everything.
“It’s clear for the moment, but I don’t know how long we’ll have, so I’ll be fast,” Linders says quickly with a new tone I haven’t heard from him. Leaning forward, the distaste vanishes, and the hate I felt he had for me is nowhere to be found.
“It’s all being scrubbed; every shred of evidence on you is going to vanish. Or it already has. Officer Walsh won’t have anything to hold you on and no charges will be pressed.”
“What?” Disbelief takes the form of a whisper.
“He already knows someone here at the station is in their back pocket. It’ll be all right,” he assures me when my expression doesn’t change. “If you want to go to a cell, tell me. If you’d rather stay here, we’ll have to keep this up when Walsh comes back, but I’ll make sure he doesn’t cross the line. There are others too who are loyal to Walsh, but I’ll stay with you the entire time. Unless you want to be alone.”
“I don’t understand.” I don’t know why that’s my reply.
Because I do understand. The pieces line up with one another perfectly. The Cross brothers control the police department. I knew that. I know that now, even. But to be a part of it, to see it happening…
“Mr. Cross told me to protect you and get you out of here.” His eyes search mine, although there isn’t a bit of judgment to be found.
“Thank you,” is all I can say although I wrap my arms around myself and contemplate what would have happened if I was in a different mindset. If I was ready to spill my guts. If I was wanting that new life Walsh sold me so well.
I should feel relief, which I do. The more nagging thoughts are of how powerful Jase is. How much damage a single man could do. And how little I know about him. Yet how willing I was to fall for him.
What if I had said something? What then?
“The shirt’s been destroyed and that’s really the only damaging piece he had on you,” Linders tells me, clearing his throat.
The money.
“What about the money?” The question leaves me with haste just as the red light vanishes, blending in with the wall once again.
“Are you going to sit there and deny everything? Maybe I should put you behind bars and see how you like that,” Linders sneers, forcing my body to turn ice cold. I can feel the blood drain from my face, even if I’m consciously aware this time that it’s all an act.
“What’s it going to be, Miss Fawn? Are you going to talk? Or do you want us to stick you in a cell like the criminal you are?” Those are the options he offers me as the door opens and Walsh returns. Walsh’s demeanor is defeated as he motions for Linders to follow him out of the interrogation room.
Linders doesn’t though. He doesn’t obey the command from his superior. He waits for me, wanting to know an answer.
Words get stuck in my throat and I try to swallow them, I try to speak.
Nothing comes. Not a word is spoken as I stare into Linders’ gaze, knowing he’s one of so many men who do Jase’s bidding.
Jase is still here, still in this room, protecting me even when I didn’t know it.





JASE
“It’s risky with the FBI already involved,” Seth speaks from the driver’s seat as we’re parked out front of the police station. His eyes seek mine out in the rearview mirror and I meet them, but I only nod, not bothering to speak. “Four men now, active agents, coming all the way down here from New York.” He sucks his front teeth in the absence of a response from me.
It’s all my fault. It’s my fault she’s in there. I know it is. What I don’t know is what the fuck came over me.
A voice in the back of my head answers instantly. She did. Bethany Fawn came over me.
“We should prepare for someone to take the fall,” Seth continues and a grunt of acknowledgment comes from my chest.
I’ve already been thinking about it. How best to handle this particular fuckup of mine. It involves a dead former FBI agent by the name of Cody Walsh and one of my men in a jail cell taking the fall. Judge Martin will give the minimum sentence. All because I fucked up at a time when fucking up isn’t a possibility.
“Someone who needs the money for their family. Someone who’d go away for a year and be all right with that.” Seth rattles on.
“Chris Mowers,” I finally answer him and then clear my throat although my eyes stay glued to the double doors at the front entrance. “He’s new to the crew, young and seemingly naïve. His dad isn’t doing well. Medical costs and looking out for his mother while he’s serving time should do it. Besides, we’ve primed him for this.” Chris wanted to work for me. I told him to go through the police academy, to earn a position we could use to our advantage. “He’s not going to like it. But we can make it worth it.”
My answer receives a single nod from Seth followed by the impatient tapping of his foot in the front seat.
“You’re too nervous,” I comment. I’m well aware of the consequences and everything at stake in this moment. The nerves he feels are nothing compared to the turmoil rattling inside of me. “Knock it the fuck off.”
With his hand running over his chin he takes in a deep breath, but doesn’t speak. Instead he releases a long sigh.
“You have something on your mind?” I push him.
I start to think he’s going to keep it from me, whatever it is he’s thinking, and then he finally says, “She’s different.”
Bethany. Every muscle in my body tenses at the mere mention of her.
“Yes,” I answer him, feeling a pressure inside of my chest that makes me grit my teeth.
“She’s in your head.” He swallows after speaking.
Narrowing my eyes, I answer him with an acknowledging yes.
“I don’t know how to help that,” Seth admits, breaking eye contact in the small rectangular mirror for the first time. I hear him readjust in the seat in front of me as he adds, “I don’t know what I should have done differently.” When I don’t immediately respond to that, he doesn’t say anything else.
The sound of a car driving past us intrudes on the silence and I watch the tires leave tracks on the asphalt after driving through a small puddle. The brutal cold hasn’t stopped the early spring flowers from pushing through the dirt out front of the police station.
Staring at the double doors that hold my cailín tine behind them, I finally answer him, “This is all on me. I know where I fucked up and you did everything right.”
“What if it happens again?” he questions and a coil of anger tightens inside of me. He adds, “What do you want me to do? When you took off, I knew I should have stopped you.”
I don’t have time to answer him. Instead my attention is drawn to the doors being held open by Curt Linders while Bethany walks through them. With her arms crossed, she stands at the top of the concrete stairs, looking smaller than she ever has to me. Her hair is wild as the wind blows from her left and it’s then that her gaze lands on our car.
“You don’t have to worry about it,” I say without taking my eyes off of her. “The next time I’ll be the one taking the fall,” I answer him and push my door open, not hesitating to go to her. Curt’s shock doesn’t go unnoticed. Neither does Seth’s protest to simply wait for her and for me to remain inside the vehicle.
Neither of them understand. At this point, all I want is to be seen with her.
Let them all see. They need to know she’s mine.
I’m drawing the line here, hoping it keeps her beside me regardless of what happens.
Bethany manages to take two steps by the time I’ve closed the distance between us. She’s hesitant even as I wrap my arm around the small of her back.
A sharp hammering in my chest beats faster than my shoes thud on the pavement to get her in my car and away from this situation.
The feeling of failing her, of her knowing and seeing who I truly am grips me and in turn, I hold her closer. I’ll never forget the way she looked at me before running off.
“It was a mistake,” I mutter beneath my breath, but the tension in her body doesn’t lessen and she doesn’t look up at me in the least.
Seth’s quick to get out and open the door for us. I’m only grateful she doesn’t pause before slipping inside.
The door shuts with a resounding click as another gust of wind blows.
“You all right?” Seth asks me and I look him dead in the eyes to answer him. “No more fucking questions.”
I don’t have the answers to give him. None that I’m willing to give, anyway.
The bitter cold from outside doesn’t carry into the back of the car. The warmth is lacking nonetheless as we leave the police department behind in silence.
The dull hum of the car doesn’t last long. “Nothing will happen to you. I promise you.” My words are quiet, but I know she hears them.
Her hands stay in her lap and she answers while still looking out of her window, “Thank you.”
I didn’t expect this distance between us. I didn’t expect the damage to be so obvious. Regret urges me closer to her, leaning across the leather seat to grip her chin between my thumb and forefinger and forcing her to look at me.
She doesn’t resist, but uncertainty lingers in the depths of her hazel eyes and her breathing becomes unsteady.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I should never have let you see that.”
She only swallows, the sound so loud in the quiet space between us.
“No, you shouldn’t have. But I shouldn’t have run.”
“It would have been better if you hadn’t.” There’s no fire, no fight, nothing except hurt. “I know it scared you.”
It’s the way she hesitates before answering. The strained way she breathes in when she looks into my eyes. She doesn’t trust me.
“I don’t know what to think right now. I’m going back and forth.”
“Back and forth?”
“Whether or not I’m capable of standing beside you. Of demanding you tell me what the fuck happened.” Her voice drops as she adds, “And whether or not I can stomach the truth.”
It’s been a long damn time since I’ve felt the sense of losing someone. Of feeling them slip through my fingers. I can feel it; I can fucking see it. I just don’t know how to change it.
“Marry me.” I let the idea slip out, but keep my composure. I can’t lose her. I fucked up, but everyone fucks up at some point. She’ll get over it. I just need time. “They can’t make you testify if you’re legally married to me.” The excuse comes out easily enough.
Her eyes widen as I lean back in my seat. I thought about it every second we sat outside the department. She needs to be my wife.
“You’re fucking crazy to think I’d take that proposal seriously.”
“If something happens--”
“I’d go to jail,” she cuts me off, her fire blazing as the irritation grows in her eyes. “I’d rather go to jail than marry someone because I accidentally saw something I shouldn’t have.” She eyes me as if I’ve lost it, and maybe I have. “I’ll stick to my story that I don’t know how any of it happened and I don’t have anything else to say. Thank you very much,” she says, and her final quip comes with the crossing of her legs away from me. She stares out the window again and it’s then I realize where the term ‘cold shoulder’ comes from.
“I had a moment, Bethany. Don’t hold this against me.” My voice is calm and like a balm it visibly soothes her prickly demeanor.
She’s slow to look over her shoulder, peeking at me before saying, “Everyone has moments, but it scared the fuck out of me, Jase.”
“I’ll apologize again, I’m sorry-”
“I don’t want an apology.” Her entire tone changes, and a different side of her I’ve never seen presents itself. She’s calm, receptive, concerned even. “What the hell happened?”
I’ve never spoken about Angie to anyone so openly. Not even my brothers know all the details. Not Seth. No one.
I repeat forcefully, “I had a moment.”
She pauses, considering me, but returns to the cold condition she had moments ago as she says, “I want to go home.”
“No.” I answer her with more force than I intended.
“Yes,” she snaps back. “You can have your moment. But if you aren’t going to tell me what the hell happened, I’m not going back to your place right now so I can have my own damn moment.”
I shouldn’t be so turned on by her anger.
“You still owe me twenty-seven days.” I remind her of the only card I have to play, leaning closer and daring her to fight me. The tension in the car thickens and heats.
“Fuck you,” she retorts far too casually, pulling the sleeves of the large white sweater she was given in the department down her arms. It’s a simple plain sweatshirt material, and it does nothing to show off her figure. I had Linders offer it to her since her own shirt was confiscated… and now incinerated back at The Red Room like it should have been initially. Before she ran.
“Did you forget about our deal?”
She ignores my question and replies, “I had three hundred thousand in cash in the back of my car.”
“They destroyed it.”
The question’s there, lingering in her gaze. “I’m well aware of that,” she says, then swallows loud enough to hear. “Is it really about a debt for you?”
“Would I ask you to marry me if I only cared about a debt?” I question her unspoken thoughts.
Time pauses and it feels like I have her back, like she’s close enough to hold on to forever so long as I don’t slip up.
“The suggestion wasn’t asked, it was told. In order to save me from having to testify… It’s not the same.”
When she speaks, she’s careful with every word. “I don’t want to be under your thumb, Jase,” she admits. “That’s all this is. I’m playing into your hands over and over. I think I have control in situations when I don’t.”
I’m just as careful with my reply. “I know I fucked up. I shouldn’t have let you see me like that--”
“Why?” she cuts me off. “Why wait there for me to see? You had to know I would.”
And just like that, she’s slipping away again.
I can’t fucking breathe. This damn shirt feels like a noose around my neck; I clutch at it, unbuttoning my collar.
“I need you right now.” The words fall from me and I’m not even aware that they have until she threads her fingers between mine and squeezes.
“You can tell me,” she whispers.
How do I tell her the truth: I killed a man who hurt a woman I barely knew and it doesn’t feel like it was enough? How do I tell her I can’t get what happened years ago out of my head and the sight from that night will never leave me? How do I share that burden with anyone?
Let alone with her, a woman I can’t lose? I’m barely conscious of it myself.
“Jase, I deserve to know.”
My gaze drifts from hers and finds Seth’s in the rearview mirror.
“I don’t have answers right now.”
“That’s becoming a theme for you, isn’t it?” she bites back, pulling her warm hand away from mine. Leaning forward she places her hand on the leather seat in front of her. “Seth, please take me home.”
There’s no room for negotiation in my tone. “You’re coming home with me.”
“The hell I am--”
“You belong with me!” The scream tears from me before I can stop it. Chaos erupts from hating the blur of failure around me and the uncertainty.
I feel insane. The stress of everything that’s happened is driving me mad and I’m losing the only person who can keep me grounded. I can’t look her in the eyes, knowing how badly I’ve failed her but she makes me, her fingers brushing the underside of my jaw until my gaze lifts to hers.
“I didn’t say that I wasn’t still with you. I didn’t say I don’t belong to you.” She pauses, halting her words and seemingly questioning her last statement.
I won’t allow it. She can’t question that. Above all else, she needs to believe with every fiber in her that she belongs to me.
My fingers splay through her hair as I kiss her. With authority and demanding she feel what I can’t say. She meets every swift stroke of my tongue with her own demands.
Reveling in it, I remind her of what we have.
This won’t come around again. I can feel it in my bones. What we have is something we can’t let go of. I’ve never been surer of anything in my life as I am of this.
It takes her a moment to push me away, with both hands on my chest. It’s a weak gesture, but I give it to her and love how breathless I’ve left her.
Barely breathing, she alternates her stare between my lips and my eyes before nipping my lower lip.
The small action makes me feel like everything will be okay. I’m all too aware that’s exactly what it’s intended to do.
“Come home with me.” It’s not a command; I’m practically begging her.
She doesn’t say no, but she doesn’t say yes either. “You scare me. This,” she says and gestures between the two of us, “scares me.”
“Do you think it doesn’t scare me too? That fear doesn’t have a grip on me sometimes?”
“I didn’t ask for this,” she answers and when she does, her voice cracks, the emotion seeping in.
“I didn’t either, but I’m not afraid to make known what I want. I won’t let fear do that to me.”
“I’m not saying this isn’t what I want. I’m saying I need to breathe for a minute. You need to take me home.”
It’s then that I realize the car has stopped at the fork that determines which way we’ll go.
“Take me home.” Bethany whispers the statement like it’s a plea. Seth waits for my order and when I nod, the car goes right, heading toward her house.
“I’m giving you space, Bethany. But it’s temporary.”
She doesn’t let me off so easily. “Are you willing to tell me whose blood was on my shirt?”
I shake my head, but offer her a question in its place. “Are you willing to seriously consider my offer?”
“Offer?” The fact that she’s forgotten so easily hurts more than I’ll ever admit.
“Marry me.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“Say yes.” Neither of us budge, neither of us give anything more than the gentle touch of our fingers meeting on the leather seats.
“When I marry someone, it will be because I never want to be away from them. Not because I involved myself with someone who doesn’t trust me, who keeps secrets from me. Someone I know I shouldn’t be with and who’s giving me every reason to run.”
I can’t come up with an answer. I have nothing. Words never fail me like this.
“Everyone’s entitled to a moment. But if you’re going to keep it to yourself, prepare to be by yourself.”
All I can give her is a singular truth as the car slows to a stop in front of her house. “I won’t be by myself for long, Bethany.”
“You will if you don’t figure out how to answer my questions, Jase. I’m not in the habit of helping those who don’t want to help themselves.”





BETHANY
The Coverless Book
Twentieth Chapter
Jake’s perspective

“She’s a healer. She’ll help you get better.”
“I’m fine, Jake,” Emmy pleads with me. I know she’s scared to be in the woods searching out a woman some call a witch, but I won’t let her die.
Staring at the dried herbs that hang from a line outside the leather tent, Emmy hesitates. “It’s nearly twice a week,” I tell her and my fingers slip through hers. She’s lost weight and she looks so much paler than she did nearly a month ago when we ran away.
“The farmer’s sister is nice, they’re all nice, but she’s not helping you.”
We’ve been staying in a small cabin on the back of a farm in exchange for labor. It would be perfect this way… if Emmy didn’t get sick and spit up blood so often.
“Please. Do it for me.”
Her eyes are what draw me to her. She can’t hide a single thought or feeling. They all flicker and brighten within her gaze. Her lips part just slightly but before she can kiss me or I can kiss her, a feminine voice calls out to our right, “Are you ready?”
Emmy immediately grabs me and hides just behind my left side. She doesn’t take her eyes from the woman though. Shrouded in a black cloak, it’s harder to see her among the shrubbery, but as she unveils her hood and walks toward the fire, the light shows her to be nothing more than human.
“Jake…” Emmy protests.
“For me,” I remind her, squeezing her hand after prying it from my hip and following the woman under the various tanned hides that protect her potions and remedies.
“I know what ails you, but tell me what you think, my dear?” The healer doesn’t look at me; she doesn’t speak to me at all. Emmy’s quiet, assessing at first, but quickly she speaks up.
I only watch the two of them taking a place in the corner, quietly praying to whatever gods may be listening, to help Emmy. I can’t lose her.
“When I’m with him, I’m invincible.”
The healer’s smile wanes as she places her hand just above Emmy’s but quickly takes it away, snatching a bag of something dried… flowers maybe? “Take these,” she says as she hands the bag to Emmy. “You like soup, don’t you?” The chill of the night spreads under the tent, the wind rustling everything inside. “It’ll take the pain away.”

“WHEN I’M WITH HIM, I’m invincible.”
I keep dragging my eyes back to that underlined line. She’s changed. Emmy’s changed. When did she need Jake to be invincible? And more importantly, why did he let that happen?
I have to remind myself that it’s fiction. With that thought, I put down the book and force myself to face my own reality. I’m sure as hell not invincible. Not with Jase Cross and not without him either.
Laura’s never going to believe me.
It’s funny how I keep thinking about telling her what happened as if it’s the worst hurdle to overcome at this point.
Telling your friend you lost hundreds of thousands of dollars they loaned to you… or gave to you, whichever... the thought of telling her that makes me feel sick to my stomach.
I have to rub my eyes as I get up off the sofa, The Coverless Book sitting right in front of me, opened and waiting on the coffee table. I couldn’t close my eyes last night without seeing Officer Walsh, the blood on the floor, or Jase’s intense gaze and the demons beneath that darkness.
Rest didn’t come for me last night, no matter how badly I prayed for it.
Beep, beep, beep. Gathering my mug of hot-for-the-third-time coffee, I promise myself I’ll remember to drink it this time as I test the temperature and find it acceptable to drink.
The last time I burned the tip of my tongue.
My cell phone stares back at me. The book stares back at me. The door calls to me to go back to Jase.
And yet all I can do is sit back on my sofa, stretching in the worn groove and staring across the room at a photo of my sister in her high school graduation cap with her arm wrapped around a younger, happier version of me.
Life wasn’t supposed to turn out this way.
She was never supposed to go down that path and leave me here all alone.
“I still hate you for leaving me,” I speak into the empty room even though I don’t believe my own words. “But damn do I miss you.” Those words are different. Those I believe with everything in me.
I wish I could tell her about Jase and the shit I’ve gotten myself into.
If only I had my sister back.
There are multiple stages of grief. I had at least three courses that told me all the stages in detail. I had to take all three to work at the center. If you’re going to work with patients who are struggling with loss, and a lot of our patients are, you have to know the stages inside and out.
Acceptance comes after depression. It’s the final stage and I’ve heard people tell me that they can feel it when it happens.
I used to think it was like a weight off their shoulders, but a woman told me once it was more like the weight just shifted somewhere else. Somewhere deeper inside of you, in that place where the void will always be.
Denial.
Anger.
Bargaining.
Depression.
Acceptance.
The five stages in all their glory. I’ve read plenty about them and at the time I associated each one with how I felt when my mother died, but maybe every death is different. Because this feels nothing like what I felt with her.
There are so many reasons to explain the differences. But one thing I can’t make sense of is how I feel, with complete certainty, that I’ve accepted Jenny’s death too soon. A month since she’s been missing, weeks since her death.
I’m not ready to accept I’ll never see her again, but I have. How fair is that?
“Do you hate me for it?” I ask the smiling, teenage version of my sister, with her red cap in her hand. “Can you forgive me for accepting you’re gone forever so soon?”
Wiping harshly under my eyes, I let the exasperated air leave me in a sharp exhale. “And now I’m going crazy, talking to no one.” I swallow and sniff away the evidence of my slight breakdown before confessing. “Not the person you were in the end, but the real you. Could the real you forgive me?”
As if answering or interrupting me, or maybe hating my confession – I’m not sure which – the old floor creaks. It does that when the seasons change. When the weather moves from bitter cold to warm. The old wood stretches and creaks in the early mornings.
Still, I can’t breathe for the longest time, feeling like someone’s with me.
Any sense of safety has vanished.
I wish Jase were here. It’s my first thought.
Even when he hides from me, I still wish he were here. I’m choosing to stay away and yet, I wish he were here. How ironic is that?
The back and forth is maddening. Be with him, simply because I want to. Or hold my ground because he can’t give me what I’ve given him. Truth and honesty in their rawest form. He makes me feel lower than him, weaker and abandoned. It’s hard to turn a blind eye to that simply because I want his protection and his touch.
It hurts more knowing I went through my darkest times naked in his bed. Bared to him, not hiding this weakness that took me over. He couldn’t even tell me what happened that landed my pathetic ass in jail.
Without a second thought, I snatch my phone off the table and dial a number. Not the one I’ve been thinking about. It’s not the conversation I’ve been having in my head and obsessing about for the last hour.
No. I’m calling someone to get my life back. My life. My rules. My decisions. My happiness.
The phone rings one more time in my ear before I hear a familiar voice.
“There’s only one thing I’ve ever had control over in my entire life, and it’s been taken away from me.”
“Jesus Christ, Bethany. Could you be any more dramatic?” My boss sounds exasperated, annoyed even and that only pisses me off further.
Leaning forward on the couch, I settle my heels into the deep carpet and prepare to say and do anything necessary to get my job back.
“I need this, Aiden,” I say and hate that my throat goes dry. “I can’t sit around thinking about every little detail anymore.”
“Did you take a vacation?” he asks me.
“No.”
“You need to get out of town and relax.” The way he says ‘relax’ feels like a slap in the face. Is that what people do when they’re on leave for bereavement?
“I don’t want to relax; I just want to get back to normalcy.”
“You need to adapt and change. That takes a new perspective.”
Adapt and change. It’s what we tell our patients when they’re struggling. When they no longer fit in with whatever life they had before. When they can’t cope.
“Knock it off,” I say, and my voice is hard. “I’m doing fine. Better than fine,” I lie. It sounds like the truth though. “I need to feel like me, though. You know me, Aiden. You know work is my life.”
“Go take a vacation and I’ll think about it while you’re soaking in the sun.”
“I can’t.” I didn’t realize how much I needed to go back to work until the feeling of loss settles into my chest like cement.
“Well, you can’t come back.”
“Why the hell not? Why can’t I go back to what was?”
“Why can’t things go back? Do you hear yourself, Bethany?”
“Stop it,” I say and the request sounds like a plea. “I’m not your patient.”
“Your leave is mandatory. You aren’t welcome back until the leave is over.”
“My patients are my life.”
“That’s the problem. They shouldn’t be. You need something more.”
“I don’t want something more.” The cement settles in deeper, drying and climbing up to the back of my mouth. It keeps more lies from trickling out.
“I’m looking out for you. Go find it.” The click at the other end of the line makes me fall back onto the sofa, not as angry as I wish I was.
Fuck Aiden. I’ll be back at work soon. I just have to survive until then. I hope I remember this moment for those long nights when I can’t wait for my shift to end.
Swallowing thickly, I consider what he said.
I need something else.
Something more.
A memory forms an answer to the question: what is my “something more?”
Marry me.
My palm feels sweaty as I grip the phone tighter, then let it fall to the cushion next to me.
Marry me. His voice says it differently in my head. Different from the memory where he told me to do so because then I wouldn’t have to testify against him.
I can’t see straight or think straight. I’m caught in the whirlwind that is Jase Cross.
Knock, knock, knock.
Startled by the first knock, feeling as if I’ve been spared by the second, I stop my thoughts in their track. Someone at the front door saves me from my hurried thoughts, but the moment I stand to go to the door, I hesitate.
I shouldn’t be scared to answer the door. I shouldn’t feel the claws of fear wrapping around my ankles and making me second-guess taking another step.
I will not live in fear. The singular thought propels me further, but it doesn’t stop me from grabbing the baseball bat I put in the corner of the foyer last night. The smooth wood slips in my palm until I grip it tighter and then quietly peek through the peephole.
Thump. Thump.
My heart stops racing the second I let out a breath, then put the baseball bat back to unlock the door and pull it open. “What the fuck is wrong with me,” I mutter to myself.
“Mrs. Walker,” I say and then shut the door only an inch more as the harsh wind blows in. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
The older woman purses her thin lips in a way that lets me know she’s uncomfortable. She has the same look every time she stands to speak at the HOA meetings. Which she’s done every time I’ve been there. I glance behind her to check my lawn, but the grass hasn’t even started to grow yet.
“Is there something I can help you with?”
Her hazel eyes reach past me, glancing inside my house and I close the door that much more until it’s open just enough for my frame, and nothing more.
“Is your grandson doing all right?” I ask her, reminding her about the last time we spoke. When she needed help and I came to her aid. Technically to her grandson’s aid, who’d been struggling with his parents’ divorce and needed someone to talk to.
“I was wondering if you were all right?” she clips back.
“Me?”
“There’s been some activity… some men around your house lately.” Her eyes narrow at me, assessing and I’m not sure what she’ll find. I close the door behind me to step outside on the porch.
“Men?” I question.
“A number of them. In cars that seem… expensive. Same with the clothes.”
“Are you suggesting I’m some sort of escort, Mrs. Walker?” I throw in a bit more contempt than I should, in an attempt to get her to back off.
“No. I think they’re drug dealers.” Her answer isn’t judgmental. Just matter of fact.
The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand on end and I have to cross my arms a bit tighter.
“This is what happened to your sister. Isn’t it?”
Words escape me. The memory of my sister on the steps right in front of me causes the cold to seep into my skin, and then deeper within. I can see her there still. I can’t tear my eyes away from her. God help me, I’m losing it. She looks just as I saw her last. Except for her hair, she’s wearing it like our mom used to. Memories flood my thoughts. None of them good.
“Are you all right? You’re as white as the snow,” Mrs. Walker says as she grips my shoulder and I snap, pulling myself away from her.
“Please leave me alone,” I tell her and refuse to look back at my sister. I can feel Jenny’s gaze on me. It’s like she’s sitting right there on the porch steps. Watching us now, but not saying anything.
I don’t move until Mrs. Walker does, leaving in silence. It’s only when she’s walking down the stairs that I dare look at them.
My sister’s not there. Of course she’s not. She’s gone. My sister’s gone.
Whipping my door open, I pace in the hall.
What the fuck is wrong with me? I need to get the fuck out of here.
My keys jingle as I lift them from the hook in my foyer. I nearly leave just as I am: unshowered and in pajamas. I haven’t even brushed my hair yet today. With my hand on the doorknob, I settle my nerves.
Just take one breath at a time. One day at a time.
Shower. Dress. And then I’m heading to Laura’s.
She’ll help me. She has to know a way out.
If Jase loves me, he’ll give me space. I just need to breathe. He’ll understand if I go away for just a little while. I’ll do what Aiden said. I’ll go away. Somewhere no one knows. I have to get away from here. Somewhere in the back of my mind, my inner bitch is laughing at me for thinking Jase would ever let me leave. He doesn’t know what my mother told me though. I can’t fall for him. I can’t risk it and knowing that makes me want to run faster than I’ve ever run in my life.





JASE
It’s always quiet out here. Although it was quiet last time as well, and that’s when everything fell apart.
Rows and rows of stones. Centuries have passed and nothing’s changed. I think that’s why I come here. It doesn’t matter what happened before or after, the stones stay in familiar rows like silent sentinels.
I’ve lived with many regrets and many failures. It’s not often that I can see them the moment they happen. I shouldn’t have told her to marry me. Now that it’s done though, I can’t stop from wanting to tell her again and again until she agrees.
I can make that right.
Unlike so many other things I can’t fix. The gust of breeze blows dried flower petals across the gravestone before me. With the petals clear of it, it’s easy to read my brother’s name etched in stone.
I’ll make it right with her. There’s only so much I can make right, and she deserves it. Not many do.
If I had to pinpoint a time when everything changed, a single moment when everything went wrong, I’d be forced to choose between two.
The first is the moment Romano hired a hit on me that went awry and resulted in a funeral for my closest brother. An old soul at such a young age, he never did anything to anyone. Tragedy changes a man forever.
If fate had ended its interference there, I don’t think my brothers and I would have a normal life, but it wouldn’t be one so cruel. Maybe one more empty though.
“I figured I’d find you here,” Seth calls out from a distance. Shoving his hands into his black windbreaker he makes his way to me. I’m not ready to leave though.
The second moment is when Carter was taken by Nicholas Talvery, beaten, and changed into a broken boy hell-bent on fighting the men who lived to destroy us. He blazed the path for us, viciously and mercilessly. Because of him we stayed. We didn’t have to run; we were more than capable of fighting together.
Two old men, men who ruled ruthlessly, they’re the ones so easy to blame.
Since then, everyone has left us and no one could be trusted. Pillars of life crumbled to insignificant dust in favor of simply surviving and adapting to be more like them. To dedicate our lives to destroying them before they could do the same to us.
I hate what we’ve become, but I can’t let go of how it all started and what still needs to be done.
Talvery is dead; Romano is close to gone, but Marcus is still here. Still giving orders, still deciding everyone’s fate as if it’s his right. They may be the root cause of it all, but Marcus planted the seeds, Marcus knew.
“I’ll make them all pay.” The promise to my brother drifts away in the bitter wind.
“What’s that?” Seth asks and then braces against the harsh chill, zipping his jacket before glancing at the stone on the ground. I can see the question written on his face, but he doesn’t voice it. Instead he tells me, “I didn’t hear what you said.”
He’s taller than me, just barely. But on the hill of the grave he looks taller still.
“You found me,” I comment and huff a sarcastic laugh. “Should have gone somewhere else.”
“I have good news and bad. I didn’t think you’d want to wait for either,” Seth tells me, and the way he lowers his voice suggests an apologetic tone.
“Let’s have the good news first,” I tell him, staring off into the distance past the rows of gravestones to the green grass, waiting to be filled.
“There are patterns in the movements of the men we’ve been watching.” Seth takes a half step closer and adds, “Marcus’s men.”
I focus all my attention back to Seth. “Patterns?” He nods and says, “Between the ferry and the trains. They’re transporting something.”
The smell of fresh dirt and sod blow by us as he adds, “They’re spending a lot of time at each location. Declan thinks there are holding points.”
“And what about Marcus? Where is he?”
“We don’t know yet.”
“Find him.” My answer is clipped, but easy enough. It’s progress in this slow game of chess and we’re carefully moving pieces on the board.
“Bethany still doesn’t know about Jenny?”
“No. I’m not telling her until I know where she is and that she’s alive still.”
“Right,” he says. The single word brings defeat to the air and I can’t place my finger as to why. “I don’t know that we’d be able to sneak up on him or set something up without him knowing. He has eyes everywhere. The more people we follow, the more are involved--”
I cut him off, knowing the risk involved, knowing Marcus will more than likely know when we come for him. “Just find him.”
“Of course. I’m on it.”
“And the bad news?”





BETHANY
“Why don’t we take it from the top?” Laura asks me in her living room as I pace in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows that look out over the park. Although, from up here on the twentieth floor, it’s merely a square of green.
“Which top?” I ask her. “The one that involves Jase or the one that’s easier to swallow?”
“I get the easy one, you’re on leave and need to go on vacation before Aiden will quit being an ass. That one I’ve got. How about the one where you went to jail?”
“I don’t think I was technically in jail since I never saw a cell.” I don’t stop my pacing.
“So the money is gone, but Jase doesn’t care. All the evidence is gone and he wants you to marry him just in case this happens again?”
I only nod.
“See, it’s the marriage thing that I may be hung up on…” she trails off as she lowers herself to a dusty rose velvet chair and takes a sip from her tall wine glass. She settled on prosecco when I said I didn’t want any coffee and word-vomited up everything – including seeing my sister on my front porch steps. I’m surprised she didn’t go straight for the vodka.
“The ‘marry me’ part? Not seeing my dead sister and feeling her there?”
She shrugs. “Sometimes we see what we want to see. You feel alone and need someone to talk to. You didn’t want to tell me about the money. She was your rock for a long time…”
Was. Past tense. My steps slow to a stop as I pull my still-damp-from-the-shower hair away from my face and look back down at the park.
“I’m sorry about the money,” I say and have to clear my throat after speaking. I’d say anything for her not to bring up Jenny again. She’s gone. Truly gone.
Fuck. It shouldn’t hurt like this still, should it?
“Don’t worry about the money--”
Cutting her off, I ask, “Will you hide me?” Shock flashes in her eyes. Swallowing thickly, I continue, “I don’t know how you got the money, but there’s obviously a lot I don’t know. If there’s any way to hide me – please do it. I just need to get away for a while.”
“Away from Jase, you mean?” She barely says the words and I nod.
“I need to cope and think on my own and he’s just…”
“All consuming,” she finishes my statement for me, but somehow the words seem to be meant for someone else as she looks past me, staring at the white and blush striped curtains instead.
“Yes.”
She nods once, downing her glass and then standing up, all the while not looking at me. As she rounds the corner to her kitchen, no doubt to fill her glass, she tells me, “I have someone I can call. I can ask him for a favor.”
Hope is nowhere in her cadence; her tone is resigned.
I can feel some hope though. A tiny bit at the idea of being away for just a little while. Enough to get out of the chaos. Enough to breathe. Taking out my phone, I contemplate telling Jase just that. To give me space and time. That I’ll be back.
I slip my phone back into my jeans. Not yet. He’s not going to like it. He needs to get over it, though. There are plenty of things I don’t like about this arrangement either, and I’ve rolled with the punches as best as I can. I return to gazing at the park and brush my fingers against the cool glass. I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve never been so… so helpless.
I hear Laura before I see her and I’m quick to turn my back on my reflection as she lets out a long breath.
“Did you call?” I ask her and she doesn’t answer immediately. Instead she stares through me, looking to the park outside.
She snaps out of it as I bite out her name.
“What?”
“Did you call?” I ask her again and an eerie feeling crawls over my skin at the way she swallows before answering me, although she only nods.
“What’s wrong?” I question her and she shakes her head, then returns to her seat.
“It’s just work. Not you.”
Relief isn’t so forthcoming, but I don’t think Laura’s lying to me. Especially not when she offers me a tight smile.
“Is it Michelle? Is she okay? I heard dealing with the pica condition has been difficult.”
Her hair swishes as she shakes her head. “She’s doing fine. All your patients are fine,” she says as she leans back, moving her hair to one side and braiding it. “Don’t worry about them, you workaholic, you.”
“What is it then?” I ask her. “Anything I can do to help?”
“Did I tell you about the patient with no name?” she says and her features turn serious. A haunting memory reveals itself in her eyes.
“Just initials?”
“Right. The woman with only initials…” She pauses before telling me the rest. “Somehow… someway, she got hold of a bottle of antifreeze.”
“What the hell?”
“She tried to kill herself. She drank the entire thing and needed an emergency transfusion. Every ounce of her blood had to be drained for her not to die.”
“How could that have even happened? That’s impossible.” She shakes her head only ever so slightly, but her expression holds a different answer. My hands tremble as I walk toward her. I can’t believe it. “When did this happen?”
“Three days ago.”
“How the hell did it happen?” I walk closer to her, unable to contain the horror and shock that a patient in our facility was able to obtain a means to end it.
“That’s the thing,” she says and looks me dead in the eyes. “There is no investigation.”
Chills flow down my arms. All my concerns seem so meaningless in comparison. I’ve never been so grateful for a tragedy.
“She had to have dialysis, the antifreeze did so much damage. We were waiting to hear what kind of inquiries would be made. What paperwork and interviews we needed to prepare for… but Aiden told us that it never happened. To act like there was no incident and not to speak a word of it. So you… you better not tell him I told you.”
“How can there be no investigation?” The question leaves me slowly, barely able to form itself.
“Whoever is paying for her to be there paid for the antidote, the dialysis… all of it with cash and they don’t want any attention brought to it.”
I drop into the seat next to her, processing it all and unable to shake the cold sensation that’s taken over.
“Whoever it is, they want her there and they don’t want anyone to know about it.”
“Did they give her the antifreeze?” I dare to question.
“No. Aiden’s the only one on her charts. After he told us, I followed him to his office.” She swallows thickly. “I think it was an accident. He’s on her charts, bringing her items she asked for. I think he made a mistake. But I don’t understand why he’s not fired. He should have checked it.”
“Aiden? No.” I can’t believe that. Aiden’s better at his job than that.
“I think he fucked up. She’s smart and wants to die. Really wants to die.” She licks her lower lip and then tells me, “But whoever’s paying for all of this? They want her alive.”
A cheerful series of dings in different octaves fills the room, forcing her knuckles to turn white as she grips the chair and then cusses beneath her breath.
“Your doorbell is going to give you a heart attack,” I comment and then look to the large cobalt door. “Who is that?”
She doesn’t look back at me as she stands and tells me, “The person I called.”
There are little moments when you know someone’s screwed you over before they show their cards.
It’s in the way they talk; the way they look at you. Even the way Laura walks right now. Unlocking the deadbolt and opening the door without speaking, without checking to see who it is.
All the while I sit there, denying this feeling of betrayal as if it’s not really happening.
Even when Seth walks through the door, tall, handsome and demanding Seth, I still want to deny it.
“I’m tired of being the last to know,” is all I can mutter, leaning back and hating that the last person I had in my corner denied me a chance to get out of this mess. “I suppose it’s my problem to deal with, isn’t it?”
I can hear her apologies, her pleas for me to understand all the while Seth is saying something, but it’s all white noise. I’m not interested in hearing what her excuse is. She of all people should know I need to get away. She lives in solace. She preaches it to me constantly.
“So, Seth?” I finally speak up although my ass is still firm in the chair. “Seth’s who you called? Or did you go straight to Jase?”
They both speak at the same time.
“You have to forgive me, Bethany – I didn’t have a choice.”
“Jase doesn’t have to know you were thinking about leaving him.”
The chair pushes back against the wall; it would have tipped over if the wall hadn’t been there to block its path because I stood so quickly.
“First off, you always have a choice,” I push the words through clenched teeth at Laura and then turn to Seth. “Secondly, I wasn’t leaving him. I wasn’t running, so fucking tell him for all I care!” I don’t mean to scream.
I don’t mean to lose control. Who the fuck am I kidding? What control did I ever have?
“Beth, please,” Laura says as she reaches out for me and I snatch my arm away.
“How could you?” I can’t look at her. Not because of anger. Because of the hurt that rests across my chest.
“One day I’ll tell you why. Just forgive me,” she pleads with me.
“I love you,” I tell her. “But right now, I really hate you.”
She covers her mouth with one hand and watches me walk to Seth, who hasn’t moved from the threshold.
“Seth.”
“Bethany.” He says my name sweeter than I say his. He even affords me a smile. “Are you ready?”
“No. No, I’m not. I wasn’t expecting you. When I asked my good friend,” I pause to look at her from the corner of my eyes, only to see her leaning against the wall. Her arms are crossed over her chest and her focus is straight ahead at the window rather than at us. “When I asked her to call someone, I wanted to leave. Not go back to Jase.” Before he can respond I add, “Not right now. I just need to breathe.”
“No, you don’t,” he tells me as if he knows what I need. As if he knows what I’m going through.
“I hear things. I see things. I don’t feel okay.” I don’t expect my voice to crack or the admission to stir up so much emotion, but it does.
“Hey,” he says then reaches out to brush my shoulder, and I notice how that gets Laura’s attention, how she watches him touch me.
He squeezes my shoulder gently when he tells me, “It’s going to be all right.” His voice is soothing, his dark eyes calming. “Come on, come with me.” Seth holds out his hand for me to take once he’s released his grip, as if he’s some sort of savior. “Jase doesn’t know, but you should tell him what you’re feeling.”
Guilt isn’t something I expected to feel.
“If she wants to, she will.” Laura speaks up for me, and when I look back at her over my shoulder, I can see her swallow and it’s not until I nod that she nods too.
I already forgive the two-timing bitch. I don’t understand, though. I’ll never understand why she sold me out.
Seth’s eyes stay on Laura’s a moment longer as he speaks, right before he looks back down to me, letting his hand fall to his side. “He’s going through something right now. He’s making mistakes and focusing all his time and energy on you. It’s causing problems.”
“He shouldn’t.” I refuse to be used as an excuse for someone else.
“I know that. He knows that too.”
He starts to say something else but I cut him off. “I’ll drive home myself.”
“I wanted to show you something.”
“I don’t want to see anything, talk about anything, or do anything at all but have a moment to just be away from all of this,” I practically hiss. “What can’t you understand about that?” Anger and desperation twine together. “I’m not okay, but I’m trying to be.”
“I wanted to show you something. But it can wait. We have time. Plenty of time. If you want to go home, know that I have to keep an eye on you.”
“How’s it feel to be a babysitter?” I can’t help the snide comment although I immediately apologize. “I’m not usually such a bitch,” I comment after he accepts.
“You could tell me whatever it is. I could go there myself.”
He only shakes his head.
“If you could be a non-problem… he has enough of them.”
“Wouldn’t me leaving be exactly that?” I already know the answer before it’s fully spoken.
“The fuck it is.” His quick response and even scorn at the thought throw me off. “He needs you by his side.” His statement strikes me at my core. The emotional crack destroys what little resolve I have left.
“I just don’t know if I’m the woman that can be by his side.” I almost tell him I don’t know if I can be by anyone’s side. Especially not now, with every day passing and the warning my mother gave me sounding louder and louder in my mind.
“Well, he chose you. And between the two of us, I know you are.”





JASE
“How could you be so fucking reckless?”
I don’t answer my brother. The silence is deafening as my shoulders tense and I lean against his desk with both my fists planted on the edge of it. He refused to wait for this meeting and demanded it happen right now; that’s how I knew he was aware of my fuckup.
Neither of us say anything. I can feel his eyes on me as he turns from the windows in his office and slowly takes his seat. The smell of polished leather and old books invades my senses as I do the same, sitting across from him and feeling the disappointment flow through me.
The need to check on Bethany rides me hard as I sit there. All I can think about is Bethany and how I hurt her.
Seth’s watching her though. She’s fine. I’ve been telling myself that repeatedly since I left her. That, and that she’ll forgive me. That she just needs space.
She loves me. I remember that she told me she did once. The reminder doesn’t feel so truthful anymore.
“It’s unacceptable.” I say the words so he doesn’t have to. “What I did could have cost us everything.” All I can think about is Bethany, and all he can think about is the mistake I made. The first one in a long damn time.
“The fucking FBI is breathing down our necks and you do that?” Carter doesn’t hide the rage as he slams his fist down.
I don’t react. This is how he is and how I knew he’d be. He can scream all he wants. What’s done is done and his display of anger won’t change that.
I don’t say anything for the longest time, until finally, “I know,” is somehow spoken from my lips.
“What the fuck were you thinking, leaving like that? You drove in public while covered in blood. It would have taken a single phone call. We don’t flaunt this shit. It’s one fucking rule none of us has ever broken.” His chaotic breathing has lessened. The cords in his neck are no longer as tense.
In this moment, he reminds me so much of our father. Maybe because he’s focusing his rage at me for the first time that I can ever remember. “Everything we do is with reason and intention. Careful. Meticulous. We don’t leave evidence.” Every word is spoken calmer and more relaxed. He even sits back in his seat before running a hand down his face.
“What were you thinking?” he asks again.
“I don’t know.”
My answer is quick, as is his rebuttal. “Bullshit.”
“Bull-fucking-shit,” he repeats and with his words, the sky darkens behind him. The night is settling in, as is his disbelief. My knuckles rap in synchrony on the wooden armrests of my chair as he looks at me, and I look at him.
“You always know what you’re doing. You’re always in control, yet you did it anyway.” His voice is calm, his composure returned. Tilting his chin up, he asks me, “Why? You had to have known she’d see and that you were risking everyone else seeing just so she could see.”
“I shouldn’t have-”
“But you did. You wanted her to see you, Jase. There’s no other explanation. You don’t fuck up like this. None of us fuck up like this.”
My brother’s words hang heavy in the air. Waiting for me to accept them.
“She doesn’t need to see what I do. What I’m capable of.”
“You wanted her to, though.”
“I won’t do it again,” is all I answer him, still not wanting to accept I’d do something so stupid and reckless. “I was emotional. I was caught up in the past.”
“You wanted her to see,” he repeats and I lift my gaze to his dark eyes.
“It doesn’t matter. It’ll never happen again.”
He looks like he wants to say something else. Like the words are just there, right on the tip of his tongue, toying with the idea of falling off.
The room is silent though. For a moment and then another.
“She doesn’t need to see that,” I tell him, content with that truth and then I crack my knuckles one at a time. “I won’t do it again.”
“She already knew, Jase.” I pin my gaze to my brother’s. “Even if she doesn’t admit it. She already knew.”
“Knew what?”
“What you were capable of. She knows what you do. She already knows. You’re right that you don’t need to show her. But you’re wrong to think she didn’t already know.”
With an open palm, my hand moves to the harsh stubble surrounding my mouth and then to my jaw.
“Some part of you wanted to know what she really thought of it all. Is that it?”
I ignore his question. “I scared her.”
“She should fear what you’re capable of. It’s new to her.” Carter leans forward on his desk, resting his elbows on the hard wood and it gets my attention as what he says registers.
“What do I do now?”
A flicker of a grin shows on Carter’s face. “Because I should know what to do when the woman I love fears me?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“What are you saying then?”
“I’m saying I fucked up, she’s scared, and I don’t want her to run.” My voice lowers of its own accord and a confession escapes as I say, “I can’t let her run.” With my head lowering, I think back to the way she looked at me before closing her front door. She looked back at me the way she did in the restaurant. Like it may be the last time.
“She’s not the only one afraid then, is she?”
“I’m asking for advice, Carter. It’s not something I care to do often,” I comment, hating the way something in my chest twists with agony.
“She’s not like us; she didn’t grow up in this world.”
“She fixes the ones we break though. Addiction and loss… she stares that in the face every day.”
“You think because she works at the Rockford Center that she could handle seeing you covered in blood?”
“I wasn’t covered in it,” I say. My rebuttal is useless.
“Not to her. She doesn’t see this. This is different. It’s not something she can control with a bed, pills and a conversation.”
“Neither is loss. Loss isn’t controlled.” The need to defend her overrides my sensibility.
Carter’s gaze is assessing. Running my hands through my hair, I question my own sanity.
“She’s under your skin.” Carter’s tone verges on discouragement.
“Which is right where I want her to be,” I admit freely, correcting him. “I’m not letting her go.”
“Then don’t allow her to see what frightens her without first giving her a way to handle it. You blinded her to what’s going on, then showed Bethany her own worst fears without warning. What did you think would happen?”
“I wasn’t thinking,” I mutter, staring at the dark red in the carpet beneath our feet.
“Start using your head again. How’s that for advice?”
It’s hard to hold back from rolling my eyes. “Any other advice you want to offer?”
“Promise her she doesn’t have to be a part of this world if she doesn’t want to. You should have never come back like that… She’s seen already, she knows and she hasn’t walked away.”
“What if I can’t hide it all from her? What if I don’t want to hide it?” The truth is buried in the questions, something that loosens the tension. Something that makes me feel like I can breathe again.
“She knew before, Jase,” he repeats himself again. “You’re fooling yourself if you think she didn’t know who you were and the world you inhabit before.”
“Knowing isn’t the same as seeing,” I comment and regret what I did. I regret losing it and putting her in a place to be shocked and frightened. “I’ll do better.” I make the promise to her, although Carter’s the one who hears it and the one who gives a single nod.
“Do you know how I knew I should fight for Aria, rather than let her go?” Carter asks me and I wait for his answer. “Without her, I just can’t go back to being without her. There is no version of my life where I’d be okay knowing she wasn’t with me and not knowing if she was okay. I needed to make sure she was loved. I couldn’t move forward not knowing if she would be loved if I weren’t there.”
There’s that word again… love.
“If you want her, make her see that. She knew what she was getting into. She’ll be exposed to more of our world over time and she’ll learn to deal with it in a way she can. She didn’t run, though. She’s not going to leave you, Jase.”
“Is that why you called me in here?” I ask him, watching the wind blow the trees in the distance behind him. “To give me advice and watch me sit here with my tail between my legs?”
The leather groans as Carter sits deeper in the wingback chair. “Romano’s been indicted.”
“Indicted?”
“The FBI agents that have set up camp aren’t going to be leaving anytime soon. They’re fucking everywhere.”
“Did they find the explosives on the east side?”
“No, we got there first. Any evidence of an association with him has been wiped. But they’re digging. So we need to be careful.” I don’t miss the way Carter looks at me when he says the word careful.
“You think he’ll pay them off?” I ask.
“I think he’ll try. I would.”
His phone vibrates on the desk, halting the conversation momentarily. With a glance he sits up, and messages back. It must be Aria. “I’ve got to go; do you have anything else?”
“I want her to marry me.” I say the words out loud. Freeing them. He’s the one who brought up love. I’ve never considered him helping me, but he has Aria and if he can have her, I should be allowed to have Bethany.
“Then tell her.” Carter’s response is easy enough.
“I did.”
“Was that before or after she was arrested?” I look past him, letting out a frustrated sigh. “You’ve never waited for anything. Why would a marriage proposal be any different?”
“Timing may not have been the best.”
“Best?” Carter actually laughs. He has the balls to let out a deep, rough chuckle that fills the room and forces me to crack a smile.
“I told her she wouldn’t be able to testify if we were married.”
“You’re a fucking dumbass, Jase. I’m a goddamn bull in a china shop and even I’m more graceful than that.”
“It felt right.” I drag my hand down my face remembering how her eyes widened.
“Like I said, you’re a dumbass. You like shocking her,” my brother comments. “I’m not sure that’s exactly what she wants or needs from you at the moment.”
“What does she want?” I say out loud and Carter answers as if he’s known Beth her entire life.
“Someone to help her with the things that matter most to her. Someone to love her.”
His phone vibrates again and that’s when I check mine and my stomach drops. “She needs someone to kick her ass. That’s what she needs,” I murmur under my breath.





BETHANY
“Seth told me.”
The heat in Jase’s car is stifling. For the first time, he’s driving and Seth is nowhere to be seen. It’s just us.
“What did he tell you?” I ask.
“You said you wouldn’t run,” he says and his tone is accusatory.
A small and insignificant sigh falls from my lips as I stare at the passing trees, small buds forming on the branches and lean my head against the passenger side window. “I wasn’t running.”
The steady clicking of the blinker is the only sound until we turn at the end of the street. “What would you call it?” he asks me and I answer.
“Following my boss’s orders to take a vacation while getting away from the chaos for a moment.”
“You really think you would have come back?” I can tell from the huff that leaves him that he doesn’t believe I would have.
“I would have missed you, worried about you and thought about you every second I was gone. You’re a fool to think otherwise.” I second-guess my harsh manner and turn to look at him. He only gives me his profile; he’s still staring at the road. His stubble is longer than it’s ever been, but I love the masculinity of it, along with his dominating features. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you that.”
Quiet. It’s quiet and that’s how I know he doesn’t believe me. I suppose it works both ways. The mistrust between us runs deep with not just everything that’s happened, but the way we’ve handled it all.
Laying a hand between us, palm up, I offer a truce. “I thought you’d come last night. I was waiting for you.”
“You didn’t message me.”
“Neither did you.” I give him back the same accusatory tone.
“Seth suggested that I give you space. Carter agreed with him. I thought I could use some as well, given that you made plans to leave.”
“You scared me--”
“I apologized.” His words cut me off and I steady myself, pulling my hand back to my lap.
“Do you want me to apologize? I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made you think I’d run.” Transparency is what I’m aiming for, so I let the words spill out. Every bit honest. “I could’ve handled it differently. I didn’t trust you’d let me go.”
“You’re damn right, I wouldn’t have and I won’t now.” Anger simmers inside of me until vulnerability stretches his next words. “You knew before.”
My heart does a silly thing. It beats out of rhythm, making sure I’m listening to it. “Knew what?”
“You knew who I was.”
“I still know. I’m still here, aren’t I?”
He finally glances at me as the expensive car drives over gravel for a short moment, jostling the smooth ride.
“I would do anything for you. Name it, I’ll do it. Whatever you need to make you want to stay.”
“What?” I say and the word is as exasperated as I am. “What are you talking about?”
“If you want to leave, you come straight to me. In exchange,” he says as he taps his thumb rapidly on the leather steering wheel. “Name it. Whatever you need in exchange for me being the person you run to.”
I don’t hesitate to take away the card he’s been playing to keep me under his thumb as I say, “Drop the debt.”
“It’s dropped.”
He says it too easily, too quickly. The words were waiting to be spoken. It didn’t matter what I said. The long drive is winding as we approach the Cross estate. The dent in the fence is already fixed, but my mind replays the images of when I sped away as we drive by it.
“I don’t believe you. The moment I do something you don’t like or the second I make you think I’m leaving you, you’ll say I owe you.”
“I’ll write it down in fucking blood, Bethany.” There’s no menace in his words, only desperation and he adds, “I’m trying,” while staring into my eyes. I can feel it deep inside of me, his need to hold me.
I barely whisper, “Why do you want me?”
“Because you make it okay. You make it all right.”
“I don’t know what I’m making okay, Jase. Can’t you understand how that’s my problem?”
The car comes to a halt on the paved driveway and he lets out a long exhale, staring at the bricked exterior rather than at me before he tells me again, “I’m trying.”
“I’ll try too,” I answer quickly, remembering the tit for tat our relationship started as and may always be. “Let’s go back to the beginning. There’s no debt this time, but I still have questions. I don’t want to forget what happened to my sister. I want to know who. I want to know why.”
Jase merely stares at his front door as he turns off the car. Not speaking, not acknowledging what I’ve said for so long that I eventually move closer to him and almost repeat my suggestions until he takes my hand in his and squeezes lightly.
Hope moves between us, drawing us closer.
“Can you give me a name?” I ask him, praying he’ll trust me this time. It’s a futile prayer.
“I’d rather not.”
“Do you have anything new?”
“No.”
I have to swallow to keep from telling him that there’s no point if all he’ll ever be is a sea of dark secrets to me. I nearly breathe out, what’s the point? and storm off. I can already hear the car door slamming. Instead, I stay in the parked car with him, letting him hold my hand.
Our relationship is uneven; it may always be. Jase needs this. I think he needs it more than I do.
That’s the point. This is for him. I can take what’s mine another time. “I don’t know that I can live with all the secrets,” I admit quietly.
“Ask me something else,” Jase says, the slow stroke of his rough thumb pausing on my knuckles as the crisp chill enters the car in place of the heat.
“Whose blood was it?” I dare to ask. There’s a pitter-patter in my chest that keeps me from inhaling when he hesitates.
Clearing his throat, he answers, “A man’s. Someone who hurt a lot of people.”
I push for more, staring at him, willing him to look at me, but he still doesn’t.
“Name,” I demand. “I deserve to know whose blood was on me.”
“Hal.”
Settling back into my seat, I note that he doesn’t give me more, but he’s given me something. “I don’t think I like that name anymore.”
My off-handed comment is rewarded with a slight huff of a laugh from Jase before he looks at me, really looks at me. The kind of look I’ll remember forever. Not at all like the way he was in the bathroom this past weekend.
“Are you okay?” he asks me, and I don’t know what prompted it.
“You really do scare me… sometimes.”
“I don’t want to.”
I squeeze his hand when he stops squeezing mine and say, “I know you don’t.”
“Ask me something else,” he says, looking out of the window.
“Are you okay?” It’s all I can think to ask.
He nods once but doesn’t say anything else and I get the feeling he’s keeping something from me. Enough so that I open the car door and head inside. It takes a moment for him to follow. The wind is unkind, ushering us inside as quickly as possible.
It seems like this is temporary. That we’re pretending it’s okay when it’s not. There’s something unsettling in the air between us as we walk to the bedroom quietly, our steps even and echoing in the empty hall.
“Do you have a ‘something?’” I ask him as his hand grips the doorknob. He twists and pulls it before looking down at me questioningly. “Something other than work?” I ask him and his answer strikes me hard. “Family. I have my brothers.”
The pain of loss is a horrid thing. It comes and goes; it sneaks up on you but it also punches you in the face at times.
It feels like it’s done all of those things to me in this moment. All at once.
Leaving Jase standing in the doorway, I drop my purse on the bed while kicking my shoes off without looking at him and try not to let it eat at me, but it is. Obviously so. Jase’s keys clink on the dresser, then his watch before he takes off his jacket.
“I shouldn’t have said that,” he admits with his back to me before facing me. “I wasn’t thinking.”
The comfort of regret is what lifts my eyes to his.
“Yes, you should have. It’s what I needed to hear.”
Maybe he’s my something.
There’s no other logical explanation for why I’m so drawn to him. He’s talking as he walks to me, saying something but I don’t hear a word. Just the soothing cadence of his voice as I stare at his lips, his broad chest.
Just love me.
Pushing myself off the bed, I press my body to his, surprising him as I kiss him. It’s needy, it’s raw. His response is just as primitive. He tears the clothes from my body, but I don’t move to remove his; I don’t trust myself to loosen my hold on him. My fingers are braced at the back of his neck, keeping his lips to mine and urging him to devour me. To take from me, to use me. To make me feel alive and worthy of life.
I love you. The words are trapped inside of me. Maybe he can feel them when I kiss him. Maybe his lungs are filled with the knowledge when he breaks our kiss for only a moment to suck in air before tossing me onto the bed and then covering my body with his.
His fingers press on my inner thigh as his tongue delves into my mouth. Each stroke against my clit is sensual but demanding, just as Jase is. Every second I feel hotter. And with his palm pressing against my most sensitive area, a sweat breaks out along my skin so suddenly, I moan into the air and throw my head back to breathe.
He rocks his palm against my heat, and presses his hardened cock into my thigh. His stubble scratches along my neck and the sensation pushes me closer and closer until the all-consuming need throws me off the edge of my release.
“Spread your legs wider,” he commands, pulling my thighs farther apart and I obey.
Breathless still with the waves of pleasure rocking through me, my nails dig into the bedsheets as I wait for him to settle between my hips.
There isn’t an ounce of hesitation at having him between my legs after touching me like that.
The warmth of the high is still wrapped around me, making the small touches he gives me trace pleasure on my skin. “Are you expecting your period?” His question quickly changes that.
My lungs lurch and I’m quick to push him off of me.
“Fuck.” Embarrassment rages in my heated cheeks and I climb off the bed as I snag my clothes, keeping my legs closed tight.
I can’t look at him as I scatter to the bathroom, flicking on the light and digging through the basket in the cabinet under the sink. Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it.
I haven’t had many sexual partners and it’s been years since I’ve had a boyfriend, but the last time something like this happened, I stained the sofa cushion of my high school fling. The hollowness that comes with a dry throat and embarrassing memories takes over as I find a thin liner that will have to do for this moment.
I’m sitting there taking care of it all, feeling foolish and wondering if my period is why I’ve been so emotional and tired and down and unable to think right.
“Are you all right?” Jase’s voice comes from outside the bathroom and I prepare to face him.
Opening the door to see him standing there, a small trail of hair leading down and drawing my eyes to the edge of the boxer briefs he slipped on, makes me that much more self-conscious. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine.” His expression is easy, but the way he bites the edge of his lip and lets his gaze linger makes me feel anything but. “It’s good you got it. We’ve been reckless.”
I hesitate to respond when I look over his shoulder and see he’s changed the sheets.
“Thank you for…” Closing my eyes and swallowing tightly, I fail to say the rest out loud.
“It’s fine. Do you need anything?”
He leans against the doorjamb, not taking his eyes off of me. When he crosses his arms, his muscles become taut and I find myself feeling hot all over again.
I need my something. I need it more than anything.
A hint of worry crosses his expression when I don’t answer him.
“I don’t want to lose what we’re building, Bethany. I don’t want to lose you.”
“Then don’t.”
   
Jase

I COULDN’T GIVE two shits about her period.
I couldn’t give two shits about her wanting to leave yesterday.
All I care about right now is pressing my body against hers, ravaging her, hearing those soft sounds slip from her lips. I’m still hard for her, still needing to feel her, to remind her how good it is.
“Strip down… all the way.” With the simple command she stares up at me, her chest rising and falling heavily. Her hair is a messy halo and her hazel eyes are in disarray.
Leaning forward and bending down enough to whisper at the shell of her ear I say, “Don’t make me tell you twice, my fiery girl.”
Her eyes close and her head falls back instinctively. Like the good girl she is, her hands move to the button on her pants just as I unhook her bra through her shirt.
“You make me weak,” she whispers.
“You do the same to me.” No confession has ever felt so sinful to be spoken.
“You want to know why I want you?” I ask her, watching her undress and then stepping out of my boxer briefs to stroke my cock. “I can’t get those little sounds you make out of my mind. They’re addictive.”
Her pale skin turns a bright red, flushing from her chest up to the temples of her hairline.
“You’re beautiful, you’re innocent in ways I find challenging, and a fighter in ways I respect.” I’ve never thought about it like this before. I’ve never considered the specifics, and the statement forms itself as I take her nipple between my fingers and pull gently to direct her to the shower.
With a twist of the faucet and then the splash of hot water, steam billows toward us.
“You want to know why I want you?” she questions me as I grip her ass, one cheek in each hand and pull her up to me before stepping into the shower with her.
She gasps from the contrast of the hot water and the cold tile as I press her against the wall, but still keep us under the stream.
The warm water flows over my skin and it feels like heaven. Being cleansed and still having her in my grasp must be what heaven is like.
“Why?” I groan the word in the crook of her neck and then let my teeth drag down her skin, just to feel her squirm.
“Because you make me feel alive. You make me feel like everything matters and yet, nothing but you does.”
I have to pull away to look down at her. Her hair’s darker and wet, slick against her flushed skin.
Looking up at me through her thick lashes, I bring my lips just millimeters from hers and tell her, “You’re damn right, nothing but us matters.” Then I slam myself inside of her, letting her scream in pleasure in the hot stream. Her nails dig into my skin as I thrust inside of her, loving the feel of her tightening around my cock as she gets closer and closer.
Steadying her in my grasp, I keep my pace ruthless and deep as she bites into my shoulder to muffle her screams. I’d admonish her, forcing her to let me hear all the sweet noises she makes, but the hint of pain makes the pleasure that much more intense.
So I fuck her harder, silently begging her to bring me more of both the pleasure and the pain.





BETHANY
“ Anything you want, is yours.”
“You make big promises,” I tell Jase as I follow him down the end of the hall. He keeps calling it a “wing” though. He says it’s his wing of the estate.
Makeup sex is a real thing. There must be something special that happens to your brain when you have makeup sex. I’m convinced of it. I bet a decade of research could prove a thing or two to support that thought.
The kind of makeup sex that leaves you sore the day after. The kind of sore I am now.
“Anything within reason. Does that make you feel better?” he asks with a grin growing on his face. I can’t help but to reach up and brush my thumb against his jaw.
He tells me lowly, “I need to shave,” before I can sneak a small kiss that makes me rise up onto my tiptoes. A deep groan of satisfaction comes from his chest when I kiss him again.
“I like the stubble,” I comment softly as we stop at the entrance to what looks like a library, one that’s worthy of a museum. The antique weapons housed on a bookshelf full of creased leather spines and unique coverings draw me in.
Wow doesn’t do it justice.
“The fireplace is real. It’s from a castle in Ireland,” he says as he walks to it on the other side of the room while my fingers trail down a set of old books with red covers. “Not like the glass one in the other room.”
“Fireplaces seem to be your thing,” I speak without really thinking about the words as my gaze drifts from one shelf to the next. “You like to read?” He nods. “And collect weapons?” I tilt my head at the knives on display. The bottoms of the blades have rust that extends to the handles.
“Yes,” he answers and reaches out to gently caress my hip as I lean against him. The more I touch him, the more he touches me. Tit for tat, like all things with us.
“Where’s your desk?” I ask, noting how it looks like a combination of a sitting room and office. “There should be a desk in here.” The room has a primitive air to it, dark and cavernous with a large rug on the floor and walls covered with shelves.
“My office is at the bar. Not here. This is just for me.” I lift my fingers from the books at his last comment until he adds, “And you, if you like it. You can come in here whenever you’d like.”
I can imagine listening to the crackles of the fire as I turn the pages of The Coverless Book. “I think I’d enjoy that.”
“Good, let me show you the rest.”
Today is apparently the day Jase forces me to go on a tour. Between the gym, the cigar room and the billiard room, all three of which look entirely unused and are outfitted with as much dark polished wood as they are wealth, I’m not sure what Jase does as a hobby.
The only room he truly seems to enjoy is the office that’s not an office… and the fire room. Which I’ve already explored with him.
“I love that you call it a fire room,” I comment as we pass it, feeling my cheeks heat.
“What would you call it?” he questions and I change the subject before I find myself wanting to go inside of it – the wooden bench room - rather than hear him tell me more stories. It’s the intellectual side of him I need to feel safe. Although his touch is just as addictive.
“You said you didn’t used to use this gym,” I comment, nodding my head toward the last door we passed on the left. The equipment looks virtually brand new.
“I didn’t, but lately the other gym has… The women seem to like the main gym.”
“The women?” My eyebrow raises on its own.
“Chloe, Addison, Aria, they live in the estate with us. You’ll meet them soon, I think.”
I don’t anticipate the pressure that overwhelms me at the thought. As we walk down the hall toward the foyer which leads to the door separating this wing from the rest of the estate, I drag my fingertips along the wall. All the while thinking how close he must be to his brothers since they live together. Only a hall away.
“So they… they get how it is?” I ask him, watching my feet and wondering if they feel the same way as I do. “Chloe, Addison and…”
“And Aria. Yes. They grew up in this life. They aren’t like you.” I can’t explain why it hurts so much to hear him say it like that. Not like me.
“They’re your brothers’ girlfriends?” I’m quick to keep up the conversation and not let on how I’m feeling.
“No. Declan is single. He’s happy being on his own.”
“No one’s really happy being on their own.” I didn’t mean to say that out loud.
“You were alone for a long time,” he notes.
“I had my work.”
“That’s still alone.”
“I didn’t say I was happy.” My rebuttal is quick and unfortunate. I’d rather talk about his brothers.
“So one of the three women is…”
It only takes two more steps and a side-eye for Jase to tell me that Chloe is Sebastian’s wife and remind me that I met him in the kitchen the other day.
“Right.” I nod and try to picture his face again, but I can’t. It seems like most of Jase’s family has their own little family. I like that. I don’t know why I do, but it makes me feel safer still. “What about Seth?”
“He doesn’t have a girl… that I know of. I think he has other things in mind,” he answers cryptically.
“What do you mean?”
“He’s been off.”
With a cocked brow, I motion for him to continue.
“He’s seeing someone, that’s obvious enough. I just don’t know who.”
“You could ask him.”
“That’s not the way I go about things.”
“Aren’t you friends?” Of everyone I’ve met, Seth’s the only person I had mentally filed as a friend of Jase.
“I trust him to the point where it would be hard to think…” He doesn’t finish his thought but before I can pry he speaks again. “I don’t really have friends, but I’m friendly with him.”
“How did you guys meet?”
“Push came to shove a few years back, and he was there, in a spot where he could have done a lot of things. Seth could have ended us - me and my brothers - before we really got started… all because I fucked up.” He scratches the back of his neck and even though he’s speaking so casually, his expression is hard and unforgiving.
“What did you do?”
“It was at The Red Room. We’d just opened and I let someone in who I shouldn’t have. I showed him something that no one’s supposed to see.” An ominous tone tinges his last statement.
I whisper, “Are you going to tell me what?”
“A basement where I bring people to…”
“To kill.” I finish the sentence so he doesn’t have to.
“Yes, let’s go with kill.”
“And what happened?”
“The doors were open, the man saw and took off. None of us were armed as a show of faith, which was fucking stupid. Seth was out there in the parking lot, and he saw us running after him.”
“Seth just happened to be there?” I question, not understanding.
“He’d stopped by The Red Room that night, wanting to work with us. We told him no. He came back at just the right time.”
“Why couldn’t you work with him?”
“He was too… he was too big, too set in his ways. He came from a town where he was the person everyone went to. I don’t need someone looking over my shoulder, someone wanting to take command.”
“Too many chefs, so to speak.”
“Something like that. Anyway, that night he saw, and he could have let the fucker take off. He didn’t.”
I’ve been to The Red Room enough to imagine someone bolting from the doors. The forest is close; the highway is even closer. It wouldn’t take much to get away if only you got past the parking lot.
“After helping us take care of the body, he told me, ‘If you change your mind, I’m good at taking direction,’ or something like that.”
“And that convinced you?” I ask him.
“We would have been done if that asshole had gotten out and told the feds what he saw; it turned out that he was undercover. We didn’t have the police back then on our payroll. We didn’t have much protection. Things were harder then and we needed the help. That’s really what it comes down to.”
“So you aren’t friends then. Simply coworkers who rely on each other?”
“He’s more of a friend to Declan. They’re closer than we are.”
It’s quiet as we come to the stairwell and he tells me the upstairs is mostly unfinished. He’s never had a reason to complete it.
Taking my hand, he lets his middle finger trail down the lines in my palm. There’s a hint of charm and flirtation I’m not expecting. One that breaks the tension, scattering it in any and all directions until it’s gone.
“I like touching you,” he says faintly.
Something about the ease he feels around me makes me want to stay by him forever. I’m so aware of it in this moment.
So aware, that it’s frightening. With every breadcrumb of information Jase gives me, I fall deeper in love with him. Even if the pieces are perverse and disturbing… maybe more so because of it. Even if I wake up tonight like I have the past few nights, breathless and covered with a cold sweat, dreaming about the darkness I know is inside of him… even then. The fear is still there, but love is stronger. Which is why I’d fall back asleep next to him, willing my eyelids to shut and show me something sweeter.
“Ask me something,” Jase offers.
The memories of everything that’s happened flicker through my mind as I search for a question, and one is most apparent. A detail I’ve yet to tell him.
“Do you know anyone who wears white sneakers with a red stripe down the sides?”
His brow pulls together as he turns to look at me. “Why?” he asks.
I have to pull my hand away, feeling too hot, yet cold at the same time to tell him.
“When my house was broken into, that’s all I saw from where I was hiding in the cabinet.”
“White sneakers with a red stripe?” he clarifies.
“Right down the center, from front to back on the sides.”
“Why haven’t you told me this sooner? Is it all you saw? You’re sure?” The questions hold an edge to them. Not anger, not resentment, more like an edge of failure and I hate it.
“I’m sorry… I just didn’t know.”
“You didn’t know if you could trust me.” He completes the statement for me and I nod. “I’m sorry,” is all I can say, feeling like I’ve failed him.
With his hand brushing against my jaw, I lean into his touch and close my eyes, reveling in it.
“If I could start our story over and start it differently, I would. I want you to know that.”
There’s so much I’d change if I could. But then I wonder what our story would look like if it hadn’t started so intensely.
“How many women have you done this to?”
“Done what?” he asks.
“Brought back here. Showed off this place to… told your deepest, darkest secrets?”
“None. You’re the only one, cailín tine.” His nickname for me still makes my stomach do little flips in a way that excites me.
“You’ve never called anyone else that?” I tease him and he nips my neck in admonishment while wrapping his hands around my waist and letting them slip lower.
“Never. You’re my only fiery girl.”
He’s so consumed with lust in the moment, but there’s something nagging at me, something that feels off.
“Why don’t I believe you?” My question pulls him out of the moment.
“Because you see my sins, however many of them, and you’ve judged me guilty of them all.” The honesty of it stares back at me from the depths of his dark eyes. “If you’ll lie, you’ll cheat… if you’ll cheat…” He doesn’t continue and I bring my lips to his even though pain etches its way between us. “Even a saint has to start somewhere… I’ll never be a saint though. If I could change for you, change this life, this world, our pasts, I would. But it’s not going to happen. I can’t start our story over.”
I kiss him again, feeling the heat between us, feeling his hard lips soften as I press mine against his. I finally answer him, “I know.” And then remind him, “I’m not asking you to.”
When Jase tries to take me back to his bedroom, I tell him no. Instead I lead him to the plush rug in his office that’s not an office. I ask him to light the fire and I slowly undress, watching both hunger and flames in his eyes once the fire’s ignited.
I pick the knife I want him to use on me and I lie down without a weighted blanket at my feet, without cuffs, without rope this time, although I tell him I miss the rough feeling when it’s all over.
We’re both moths to each other’s flames, ignited by our touch. We’re drawn together, destroyed together. It used to scare me, but there’s no fighting it. Isn’t that what love is?
You can say chemistry was never our problem. Take away the drugs, his brothers, the feeling of loss and betrayal, and all that’s left is the simple truth that’s he’s mine and I’m his. In the most primitive way, we make perfect sense. We’re drawn to one another in a way where nothing else matters. It all fades to a blur when I stare into his eyes.
But that’s where the problem truly lies. He wasn’t meant for my world and I wasn’t meant for his. Everything else matters with him in a world where every step is dangerous, and we should have accounted for that. I’ll never be able to escape Jase Cross or his merciless world.
This attraction will never allow it.
   
Jase

THE LIGHT of the fire dances across her skin in the darkness, and the shadows from the flame beckon me to touch her. The sight of the dip in her waist is an image that would start wars. Her breathing is steady in her deep sleep and part of me wants to leave her here, resting on her side on the luxurious rug with the only covers being the warmth of the raging fire. The other part wants to have her again in my bed.
The low hum of a vibration steals my attention. My muscles stretch with a beautiful pain as I pull myself away from Bethany and get my phone. Still naked and still hungry for more of her and the promise of keeping her here, I check my messages.
It’s a text from Seth, just the person I need to speak with.
Anger has a way of destroying the calm, even when Bethany stirs with a feminine sigh in her sleep. Her hand reaches right where I just was and it seals her fate.
I text Seth back. Meet me first thing tomorrow.
We have things to discuss.





BETHANY
It only takes one deep breath in the massive kitchen and a long stretch of my back to release the tension from last night. Things are better. It feels like a huge step forward, but something’s still holding me back. The nightmares haven’t stopped; they’ve only changed.
Last night, my mother reminded me that everyone I loved would die before me and that it was okay. It’s not the first time I’ve dreamed about being back at the home, with my mother looking me directly in the eyes and telling me what felt like a message from death. The terror gripped me the same way she did all those years ago. It was like I was back there, but not really. We were on my porch and I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak either. My sister came to help me, ripping our mother away and yelling at her, screaming at her. It was so unlike her, but somehow I believed it.
When they were done fighting with each other, my sister turned to me and looked me in the eyes. She said my mother was right. They would all die before me.
That’s when I woke up. At 5:00 a.m. in the morning, in an empty bed that held the faint, masculine scent of Jase Cross.
I can walk around pretending I’m not uneasy, but I’ve never been good with pretending.
As my gaze falls to the slick counters and I hear the thump of footsteps getting louder, cuing someone’s incoming arrival, I put away my thoughts of my family, or what used to be family.
Carter’s deep voice reverberates in the expansive space. “Bethany.”
His gaze is narrowed and even harsh. Even the air around him warns me not to mess with the man. Some men are just like that; the feel of danger comes with their strong posture and chiseled jaw.
“Cross,” I answer him tersely with a cocked brow.
I find myself comparing him to Jase, but even though they look alike, Jase is nothing like him. He’s charming and approachable in a way I don’t think I’ll ever find Carter to be.
An asymmetric grin pulls at his lips. “Funny you should call me Cross when you’re with my brother and he’s also a Cross.”
“Suits you though.”
He huffs a short chuckle and lets the smile grow as I pull the fridge door open, searching for a can of Coke or something with caffeine in it. “Something funny?” I ask him.
There’s a case of Dr. Pepper and the hint of a smile appears on my face too. It’s been a while since I’ve had one of these and they’re in glass bottles… that makes it even better.
“You aren’t the only one who thinks that.”
“Thinks what?” I ask him genuinely, already forgetting what I’d said before as I’m too distracted by my beverage.
“Nothing.” He shrugs it off and goes to the cabinet, pulling out a box of tea bags and a pretty mug with owls on it. I nearly tease him, taunt him for the girly mug, even though I know it must be for his wife. I bite my tongue and stifle the playful thoughts as I prepare to go somewhere else and stay out of Carter’s way. This isn’t my house and he isn’t my family. I’m more than aware of that.
I only get one step away though before Carter speaks with his back to me, putting a mug of water in the microwave. “Spring will be here soon,” he tells me.
Stopping in my tracks, I turn rather than look over my shoulder and wait for him to turn as well. He does slowly, awkwardly even with his broad shoulders.
“Why does your face look like that?” he asks me when he takes in what must be a confused expression.
“Is that your attempt at small talk?”
“People like to talk about the weather, Miss Fawn.”
It’s my turn to let out a huff of a laugh, small and insignificant, but it breaks the tension, one chisel at a time.
“Spring’s my favorite season.”
“It’s Aria’s too. Well,” he continues talking as he retrieves the mug from the now beeping microwave and sets a bag of tea into the cup. “Spring and fall. She said she can’t pick just one.”
It doesn’t pass my notice that his expression softens when he talks about Aria. The recollection softens something inside of me too.
“How long have you and Aria been together?”
“Just a little while.” His answer is… less than informative. Maybe it’s a Cross brothers thing.
“I heard she’s expecting?”
“That’s right.” His grin turns cocky and I half expect him to brag about how it happened on the first try or how his swimmers are so strong. Some macho bullshit like that, but it doesn’t come.
“Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”
“Well, I’ll let you get to it,” I tell him, but he doesn’t let the conversation end.
“Jase really likes you.” The statement surprises me, holding me where I am.
Warmth flows through me, from my chest all the way to my cheeks. I don’t know what to say other than, “I really like him too.”
“He’s turning back to his emotional… hotheaded younger self.”
“Hotheaded?” I pry. Carter doesn’t seem to take the bait though.
“When we were younger, he used to be a real troublemaker,” Carter says as he leans against the counter, staring into the cup of tea and lifting the bag of leaves. We both watch the steam billow into a swirl of dissipating clouds although I’m across the room.
“Really?” The shock is evident.
“Not because he was… like me. Not that kind of trouble.”
If Carter’s going to talk, I’m damn well going to listen. Taking a step closer to the counter, I ask him, “What kind of trouble?”
He peers at me, but not for long. “He just couldn’t keep his mouth shut. It should have gotten him into more trouble than it did really. I know if I’d done it… My father never hit Jase. I can’t remember a single time. He liked the belt and took it out on us mostly, me and Daniel.”
A sadness creeps inside of me at the ease with which Carter speaks of his father beating him and his brother. He was the oldest. I’m the youngest, but I remember the way my mother used to yell at my sister for things that I didn’t even think were wrong. With parted lips, I grip the edge of the counter, cold and unmoving as he continues. “I remember so many times my father would say to Jase, your mouth is going to get you in trouble.”
“Parents sometimes take it out on the eldest.”
“If I’d talked like Jase did when we were younger, I’d have been punched in the mouth.” Carter’s statement doesn’t come with emotion. It’s merely the way things were for them back then.
“He used to say it like it was. He never had a filter, and couldn’t just be quiet. There were so many times he said shit to my father that made my back arch expecting to be hit there. He had the balls to call everyone out on their shit and never stopped for a moment to question what he was saying.”
“Honesty without compassion is brutality.” I say the quote and then add when Carter looks back at me, “I don’t know who said it. It’s just a saying.”
Standing up straighter, he holds the tea with both hands and tells me, “He was compassionate, too much. That’s why he never let a moment pass him where he thought he could change what was happening if he only made people aware of how wrong it was.”
It’s hard to keep my expression straight. I can only imagine Jase as a young boy, watching everything that happened and speaking up, expecting it to help, when there was never any help coming.
“He used to have hope.” My first statement is quiet and I think it goes unheard so I raise my voice. “It sounds like he was a good kid,” I comment and Carter’s forehead wrinkles with amusement.
“Sure, as good as the Cross boys could ever be.”
“You know,” I start to say, and that stops him from walking off while I tap the glass base of my Dr. Pepper on the counter. “My sister was like that. When I was growing up and she was in high school and even part of college, she was a lot like that.”
“Is that right?” he asks, leaning against one of the stools and listening to my story.
“When our mom got sick, she had Alzheimer’s.” I have to take a quick sip as the visions of my sister, a younger, healthier version, flood into my mind. Jenny would stand outside the university before every football game and every council meeting with flyers she’d printed from the library. “My sister wanted to educate people. She said it might help them because if you can diagnose it early, it can lessen the symptoms.”
I’ll never forget how often Jenny stood there after mom was diagnosed. I met her outside the stadium one chilly October night. She had a handful of flyers and tearstained cheeks. She’d been there every night that week, and I wanted her to come home. I needed help. Mom needed help.
When I told her to come home, she broke down and cried. She didn’t want to go home to a mother who didn’t know who she was. She said she blamed herself, because she knew something was wrong and she hadn’t said anything. She did nothing when she could have at least spoken up like she would have before she was busy with classes.
All the while she spent her nights standing there, I did what was practical. I listened to Nurse Judy, I figured out the bills and how to pay them all with what we had. I took care of the house and learned how to help any way I could.
My sister looked backward, while I tried to look forward. I think that’s where the difference really lay.
“That doesn’t sound like mouthing off,” Carter comments.
“Maybe that wasn’t the best example,” I answer under my breath, not seeing the similarity so clearly like I did a moment ago. I find myself lacking, not unlike the way I felt back then. The visions of her that night she cried on the broken sidewalk don’t leave me.
“She blames herself then?” Carter asks and I have to blink away the memories.
“Yeah, she did. Blamed,” I correct him. “She passed away this past month.”
Something strange happens then. The air in the room turns cold and distant as Carter looks away from me.
Some people deal with death differently, but it’s odd the way he reacts. He doesn’t look back at me. He stares off down the hall and past the kitchen toward his wing of the estate, avoiding my prying gaze.
“I’m sorry,” he finally speaks, although he pays close attention to the mug in his hand. His lips part but only to inhale slightly; I think he’s going to say more but he doesn’t. And then it’s silent again.
I don’t like it. The little hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention and the uneasiness I felt when I walked into the kitchen greets me again.
“When she died, I inherited her debt and met your brother, so if nothing else…” My voice trails off. What the fuck am I even saying?
It’s hard to swallow, but I force down a sip of the cold drink and let the taste settle on the back of my tongue where the words all hide. At least her death led me to Jase.
Was I really thinking that?
Was I really drawing a positive out of my sister’s murder?
“A debt? Did Jase help you out of something?” Carter’s dark eyes seek mine and I reach them instantly. Suddenly he’s interested.
“The debt my sister owed,” I state, feeling a line draw across my forehead as I read his expression. No memory is worn there of the money she owed the Cross brothers. Money Jenny owed to Carter.
Jase blamed Carter, didn’t he? He said Carter wouldn’t let it go even if Jase wanted to.
“Who did she owe money to?” Carter asks and the wind leaves my lungs in a heavy pull. Drawn from me so violently, that I drop the bottle to the counter with a hard clink.
Jase lied. Staring into Carter’s clueless eyes, I see it so clearly now.
He lied to me about the debt.
About my sister owing it.
I thought so poorly of her. That she would owe so much money to men like him.
And he put that on her.
With a sudden twist, my gut wrenches with sickness and I have to focus on breathing just to keep from losing it.
He lied to me. It was all a lie.
How can I believe anything that comes out of his mouth? How many lies has he told me? How many things has he kept from me?
“Where are you going?” Carter’s voice carries down the hall, chasing after me and I ignore him. I don’t trust myself to speak.
Every step hurts more and more. I’ve fallen for him. That’s the only explanation for the way my face crumples as I storm off. The way my eyes feel hot although there’s no fucking way I’ll cry. I won’t cry for a man who lies to my face over and over again.
I let him touch me. I let him use me. Because he lied about a debt.
I’m foolish. I’m a stupid little girl in his man’s world.
“I hate him.” The words tumble out in a single breath as my hands form fists. I hate that I believed him. That I fell for him.
No… no I don’t. My throat dries at the realization.
I hate that I wanted him to treat me like he loves me. I hate that I believed he did.
You don’t lie to the ones you care for. You don’t use them.
You don’t coerce them and blackmail them.
I thought he loved me though.
Maybe he still does… the small voice whispers. The voice that’s gotten me deeper and deeper into bed with a man who tells me lies. A voice I wish would speak louder, because I desperately want it to be speaking the truth. But the rest of me knows it’s a childish wish, that I need to grow the fuck up and slap the shit out of Jase’s lying mouth.





JASE
“What did he say specifically?” I question Seth, comparing notes.
“To meet… to come alone... and that he has evidence he doesn’t want to use against us.”
Our pace is even as I walk with him from the foyer to the office. I waited for him outside after taking Bethany to bed last night. Watching the late dusk turn to fog in the early morning and preparing for what has to happen today.
I respond, “Officer Walsh is my new favorite person to hate.”
“Do you think it has to do with Jenny?” he asks.
“I doubt it. If he has something on us and if he’s going to use it to blackmail us…” My teeth clench hard as I release an agitated exhale.
“Do you think you should tell Bethany? In case this leads to something?”
“No.” Shaking my head, I think about the way Bethany’s going to react when she finds out about her sister being alive and the fact that I knew this whole time. “I want to know I’ll be able to bring her back before I tell her anything.”
“Marcus will know when we find her. I don’t see how he won’t know when we approach. Unless it’s only a few of us, but that would be suicide.”
“We’ll all go. He can know. I would think he already knows we’ve been watching.”
He stops walking and the sound of two men walking down a long hall turns to one and then none as I turn to him, waiting for him to speak.
“You think Marcus would go against us?”
“I don’t know,” I answer him honestly and feel a chill run up my spine. The silver glimmer of the scar on my knuckles shines in the dim hall lighting. “We’ve never openly been against him, but he’s never taken from us either. He has her. He knows we want her back. It was his call to decide that and ours to decide the consequence.”
“We don’t know that. We don’t know how it happened and what she’s doing with him.”
“There’s too much we don’t know, but we don’t have time to wait. If we find their lookout point or storage centers, or anything at all, we go in.” My words are final and Seth’s slight nod is in agreement.
With a tilt of his chin, we continue back to the office. Every step I take grows heavier, and the anxiousness of getting down to what we have to discuss stifles the air and coils every muscle in my body.
I force myself to stay calm with my hand on the doorknob to my office, careful not to say anything until he walks in first.
“Did you get it?” I ask him as I flick on the light. It’s still early morning and the sky’s a dark gray. Pulling back the curtains, the harsh sound of them opening is the only thing to be heard as Seth walks to the row of books on the other side of the room.
Clouds cover the sky, hanging thick and with varied shades of gray. Rain’s coming and with it, a darkness that will cover the day.
“I did,” he tells me, leaving a book he’s eyeing to come to stand where I am and hand me the box.
“What do you think?” I ask him.
“I agree with you,” he says simply. “It’s why I like working for you.”
As I’m inspecting it, he delivers news I didn’t think would come so soon. “There may be a room, or tunnel, or shelter of some kind.”
He leans his back against the leather chaise, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “The blueprints for the bridge don’t show anything. So what’s under the bridge is… we don’t know.”
“You’re sure of it?”
He bows his head in acknowledgment. “We’ve kept an eye on the people associated with Jenny being taken. They’re out there, making these rounds and going to the same spots. Last night, one disappeared. Nik was watching him, and then he was gone. There has to be some hideout there we haven’t yet found.”
Slipping the box into my pocket, I ask him, “Did he do surveillance?”
“Not yet.” Uncrossing his arms, he slips his hands into his pants pockets and glances at the unlit fireplace before turning back to me. “I wasn’t sure how you wanted to proceed.”
“You seem distracted,” I tell him, rather than giving orders. It could be a setup. It could be suicide. Carter should know before we decide anything.
“Me?” he questions.
“You didn’t think I’d noticed?”
His answer is to tilt his head. With a cluck of his tongue, he pushes off the chaise and walks to the bookshelf before confiding in me. “We’re distracted for the same reasons, I think.”
Every hair stands on end at the thought of him being distracted by Bethany. The skin across my knuckles stretches and turns white as I crack them with my thumb, one by one and consciously resist forming a fist.
“What reason is that?” I ask and my voice is low.
“A girl.”
“Bethany?” I question and now my tone is threatening.
“She’s yours and I have mine.”
“So you are seeing someone?” I ask him and the edge of jealousy seeps away, although not as easily as it came.
Instead of answering, he suggests, “You should take Bethany to the graveyard. I think it’d be good for you two.”
“You’re good at distraction,” I comment as I eye him moving down the rows of books he’s seen before.
“You go there often…” he pauses before continuing, seeming to struggle with how he wants to say what’s on his mind. Choosing a new book, one I recognize by the distinctive spine, he tells me, “I almost took her there when I picked her up a few days ago. Thought you could meet her there, but then I got your message.”
“Why would she want to go there?”
“She’s empathetic. She reacts to emotion. If she saw the end result of what you’ve been through… it makes things more real. To see loss.”
“She knows what a graveyard looks like. She’s been there herself a time or two.”
“She hasn’t though. She didn’t go to her sister’s funeral. I don’t know about her mother’s either. She was working a lot back then.”
The fact that Seth knows this and I don’t makes me feel a certain way; I hate him for it, but I’m grateful for the message. We work differently, we see things differently. I could have never imagined it’d work so well for so long.
“I have to tell you something before I forget.” Tapping my fingers along the hard walnut shelves, I let my gaze stray down the shelves. “You need to get rid of your shoes.”
“What?” His surprise is met with a huff of humor. “Now you’re going with the distraction method,” he jokes although he’s still waiting for me to explain what the hell I’m talking about.
“The ones you wore when you went to check on Bethany. When she thought there was a break-in.”
“I don’t even know what shoes they were.”
“White with red stripes on the sides,” I answer him and finally make my way to take a seat. “She saw them, so it’s best to get rid of them.” As I sit down, I focus on the box, thinking about it rather than Seth and the fact that Bethany saw his shoes.
“Fuck.” Seth closes the book in his hand with a thwack, lowering his head and shaking it. “That could have ended badly.”
“If she didn’t tell me, I imagine it would have if she’d seen you in them.”
“Are you going to tell her it was Marcus or Romano or some random burglars or what?”
“She’s too smart to think it was random.” Leaning my head back, I close my eyes and hate the way all this started. “I don’t know,” I answer him. “One fucking lie after the next with her.”
A creaking sound snaps my eyes to the open door of the office. The dim light behind her places a shadow of contempt across her hurt gaze and pouty lips. Her small hands are balled into fists gripping the hem of her gray sweater. Even enraged, she’s in pain. It’s etched into every detail of her.  Fuck.
“Bethany.” Her name tumbles from my mouth as I stand up, feeling the thrum of disaster in my blood.





BETHANY
“I can explain,” Jase repeats as he rounds the worn leather chair. Through my blurry vision I can barely make out Seth backing away from both of us as I stalk into the room.
I’m shaking, trembling, on the verge of a rage I didn’t know was possible.
“I hate you,” I sneer and how my words come out so clearly, I’ll never know. They strike him, visibly, across the face as he stops with both hands up a foot away from me.
“What did you hear?” he asks me calmly and I want to spit at him. I can already see him spinning a new lie in his head, just waiting to know what I heard so he can manipulate it. Betrayal is a nasty thing, twisting a knife deeper into my rib cage.
All I can remember is how I felt standing in the threshold of my kitchen, too afraid to speak or move, and knowing I had nowhere to run. “It was Seth? It was your men all along?”
My vision blurs with the present and the past.
“I sent him to check on you. I was with Carter and Aria; I couldn’t come so I sent Seth.”
“Seth crept into my house. It was Seth.” I repeat it and I still can’t believe it. I can’t believe it’s true.
“He was only going to stay with you because I thought someone was threatening you--”
“Someone?” I question, feeling raging tremors run through me. Even now, he hides from me.
“It doesn’t matter--”
“The fuck it doesn’t!” I scream out of nowhere, shocking both of us.
“It’s all right.” I can hear Seth but I don’t dare rip my eyes away from Jase.
“Get out,” Jase gives his partner in crime the command and I listen to his heavy footsteps as he leaves. I can’t even look him in the face. He didn’t come just to stay with me, that’s bullshit. It’s all bullshit.
“Who?” I demand.
“Marcus.” Jase’s chest rises higher and falls deeper, moving slower as he tries to stay calm and collected. I take a step to my right, and he takes a step to his left.
“So you sent your men?”
“Seth said you weren’t there, that you took off or something happened. So I sent every man I had.”
“He didn’t knock. He didn’t try calling me or saying my name when he walked in.” Shaking my head, I deny the innocence that he’s trying to portray.
“He thought he may have frightened you into hiding.”
I complete the series of events for him. “You thought that would be good. Scare me into your arms.” My glare lifts to the specks of gold in his dark eyes. “You thought it would be easier to convince me, didn’t you?”
I can hear the deep inhale he takes as he sucks in a breath. “I made a mistake.”
“One fucking lie after the next with her.” I repeat the words he used before he knew I was outside the door with a taunting flourish. “How many lies, Jase?”
He doesn’t answer me; he merely steps closer. “Can you even remember how many you told?” My voice gets louder with each question. Still, he doesn’t answer.
“How about the debt? I just found out Carter never knew about it.”
Jase doesn’t react, he doesn’t falter, still hiding behind a hard façade.
“Are you going to say there was truth to that? That my sister did what? What do you want to say she did, what did she do to rack up that debt? Tell me all the horrible things she did.”
I can’t explain how the pain flows; the best way to describe it is to say it’s like a river flowing over jagged rocks. “You’ll never know how much it hurt me to think she’d done something horrible to have a debt like that.” I can’t even speak the sentence clearly as I brace myself on the furniture.
“I’m sorry.”
“So it was a lie too?”
“Yes.”
“And the break-in? It was all you all along?”
“Yes.”
With heated cheeks and a prick at the back of my eyes, I remember how I fell out of the cabinet that night and called for him. I remember how awful I felt the next day for ever thinking poorly of him.
How stupid I was. All I am with him is a step behind and foolish.
“You held me after. You knew and you held me after.” I feel sick. My body leans to the left as my head spins and the bastard dares to reach for me.
“Get the fuck off,” I say as I shove him away with every ounce of strength I have. It does nothing but push me backward, hitting the chaise and brushing my elbow against the leather. “Stay the fuck away from me,” I grit out with disdain, pointing a finger at his chest.
He walks right into it. My finger is now touching his chest.
It’s the lack of respect for my boundaries. This is the last fucking time I let him disrespect me.
His chest is like a brick wall, hard and unmoving, even after I slam my fist into it. My throat feels raw as I scream and the sides of my hands spasm with agony as I beat them against his chest over and over. “Get away from me!” Tears stream down my face in an oh-so-familiar path.
I hate it. I hate it all.
I hate the way it hurts. I hate that he did it.
I hate that I know he’d do it again, no matter how much he insists that he’d start the story over if he could. He’d do it the same way each and every time, because he doesn’t trust me to love him.
“I hate you,” I scream at him and his idiocy. “Stay away from me!”
Jase doesn’t try to hold me back or stop me. He simply watches me lose it. The look on his face is one I recognize and it only makes my heart hurt more.
When our patients don’t want to admit they’re not okay but they’re struggling to do anything at all we tell them, sometimes you have to break. You have to let it out, you have to feel it, you have to move through it even if you’re a sobbing mess the entire time.
Sometimes a good cry or screaming session to let the anger and sorrow out is unavoidable.
Sometimes you have to break, even if you know you won’t be put back together when you get to the other side of it all.
My body feels heavy as I drop to the floor on my knees. Struggling with the weight of it all. I can feel his hands on me, his grip to stay close to him, but I ignore it.
How many times have I held on to someone just as Jase is and told them to do it, to let it all out? To break apart. Not because you want to, not even to make anything better. Simply because you have to.
“You’re a monster.” The statement swells as it leaves me, strangling me as it goes.
Still, Jase holds on to my wrists.
The smooth wood is cold and I just want to lay my heated face against it. To let it all out, but Jase is there, not leaving me alone.
“I had to,” he says and the statement is stretched with desperation.
I can barely swallow at this point, let alone speak.
There’s no use fighting his grip on me; he’s stronger. There’s no use trying to wipe my eyes, since the tears keep coming.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he whispers once I’ve stopped altogether, just feeling every piece of me shatter.
He didn’t mean to, but he did it anyway.
“I didn’t want to lie to you,” he says and his voice is calming as he brings me into his lap.
He didn’t want to, yet he did.
A heave of sorrow erupts from inside of me as I realize I didn’t want to love him, but I did. I didn’t want to trust him, but I did.
“There are very few things that a person has to do,” I whisper against his shirt, staring at the crack of light under the door. “You chose to do that to me. You chose to lie and scare me to get me to do what you wanted. You chose to manipulate me.”
The gentle rocking is paused and it’s then that I realize how hot I am, leaning against him and I try to pull away. This time he lets me.
The irony is that all he had to do was ask or even tell me. I was so desperate for someone and something. Him scaring me had nothing to do with it. “You didn’t have to do it.”
“I told you, I told you if I could start it over, I would.” His voice is low, but has an edge of anguish.
“You didn’t tell me why though,” I say and lift my head to look him in the eyes, finding my own reflection staring back at me. Crumpled and weak, just how he sees me. “You didn’t tell me it’s because you lied to me every step of the way.”
“There are reasons.”
“There’s no reason good enough.”
“I couldn’t let you go.”
“It’s not your decision to make.” Every response from me turns colder and more absolute. Inside I’m on fire, the blaze of hate destroying everything that made me feel alive with Jase Cross. It rages in my mind, changing the memories, making me feel like they weren’t real.
It was all a lie.
“You wanted me to marry you and weeks ago you fed me one lie after another so I’d do what you want.”
“Bethany,” he pleads with me.
“I told you I loved you and you made me feel like you loved me too.” My brow pinches together as I wipe violently under my eyes. “How could you when you knew it was all a lie?”
“Bethany, don’t. It’s not like that--”
“But it is! That’s exactly what it’s like!”
Placing both of his hands on my shoulder, he tries to console me as if he’s the man who should be doing that. “It’s over with now, it’s better now.”
“I never want to see you again.” As I speak the words, my heart splits in two. I feel it slice cleanly, seemingly fine, then bleeding out in a single beat. “I have to protect myself and you keep hurting me. You won’t stop.” I hate that my bottom lip wobbles. I hate that I believe what I’m saying. I hate that it’s the truth. “If you need me to behave some type of way, you’ll lie to me. You’ll pull strings and make me do what you say.”
My head shakes at the idea, hating what he’s done and wanting to deny it; Jase’s shakes on its own, but for different reasons I imagine, because he knows I’m telling the truth. I’m not the one who’s lied. Feeling my resolve, I push myself up off the floor, ready to leave him. Preparing to piece myself back together and lick my wounds, but he stops me with one statement.
“Marcus has Jenny.” Jase’s voice is low, the words coming from deep in his chest.
Jenny?
“How dare you.” I have no air in my lungs. No will to do anything but slap him. Hard and fast, leaving a red mark and forcing his head to whip to the side. “You don’t get to use her against me. You don’t get to manipulate me with her ever again!” I scream in his face and then clench my teeth together when he grabs my wrists as he pins me to him, restraining my elbows so I can’t hit him, so I can’t move. All I can do is look in his eyes.
“She’s still alive, Bethany,” he whispers and it’s so compelling.
I want nothing more than to believe him. To believe the liar who’s already brought shame to her memory.
“She’s dead.” A fresh flood of tears threatens to fall, but I won’t let him see them. He doesn’t get to be there for me. Not again. I pull away from his grasp, ripping my arm away so I can free myself.
The bright red handprint against his cheek is still there. “She’s alive. We have a video of her with a man after the funeral. After the trunk was discovered.”
“With Marcus?” I can barely remain upright. She’s alive. I’m so cold. A freezing wave flows over my skin. She’s alive.
Hope makes my body tremble.
“A different man. He’s dead, but we have an idea where he’s keeping her.”
“Where who is keeping her?”
“Marcus.”
I’m so confused, so consumed by questions, but one begs to be answered. “How long have you known?”
Silence. The silence is my answer.
“I have never hated you more,” I speak when he doesn’t. Swallowing thickly and feeling a spiked ball form in my throat, I continue. “You saw what that did to me. How could you watch me mourn her death…” I have to stop and breathe in deep.
“Because I love you… I didn’t want to tell you if I couldn’t save her.”
“So you can save her now?” I question him, focused on my sister before realizing what he said.
I love you.
“You’re telling me all this now because we’ve fallen apart.” I speak the unforgiving truth. “Not because you can save her.” And not because you truly love me. I keep that bit to myself.
“I’m trying. We have a plan. I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for sure.”
“You’re sure she’s alive?” Jenny. My sister’s face plays in my mind and I have to cover my own. Please, God. Let her be alive.
“As of two weeks ago, yes.”
Two weeks. Two weeks is so long. Too long. Please, God.
“Will you save her for me?” I beg him, looking up at him and praying for him to do just that. Even if he doesn’t love me. Even if he lies to me a million times more until the day I can see her again. “I’ll do anything,” I confess and my voice cracks.
“I’m doing my best. It’s the first time we’ve ever tracked anything that has to do with Marcus.”
I have never felt more at his mercy and more alone than in this moment. I don’t know what to believe or what to do. It’s too much.
“I’m breaking, Jase. I can feel myself slowly breaking down and I can’t stop it. Don’t take advantage of me. Don’t do this to me. I’m not okay.”
“I’m not taking advantage of you.”
“Then don’t say you love me if you really don’t. It’s not fair. Because I do love you. I hate you right now and we’re not okay, but I love you.” I don’t know how I’m even able to speak, since the sudden rush of emotions are warring with each other at the back of my throat.
Jase struggles to hide his as well. “I don’t love you, is that what you want to hear?”
“Don’t do that. Don’t use what we used to have.” My finger raises as I yell at him, my voice cracking. He loves me.
Heaving in a breath with the intensity growing in his eyes his own voice trembles as he says, “Whether you believe it or not, I love you and you’re staying here.”
With an exhale and then another, a calmer one, his expression softens as he waits for me. He’s waiting for me to say it again and I know he is. “Everything I’ve done is for you. I love you, cailín tine.”
“I don’t want you to call me that right now.” I stop him with the statement, not knowing what to believe. Adrenaline is coursing through my body. Fight or flight taking over. He won’t let me leave and he’s the only one left to fight. “Of everything I learned today, the only thing that I can focus on right now is that my sister is still alive.”
“I know. And I’m here for you.” He tries again to appeal to the side of me that’s still holding on to hope for us. I’m ashamed to admit that side still exists.
“How could you watch me cry for her and accept her death when you knew she was alive? I can’t even stomach the thought.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Do you expect to say you’re sorry and I simply forgive you?” I throw his own words back in his face. “Words are meaningless.”
“You can’t leave me when we fight.” He says the words like they’re a truth that’s undeniable. Like nothing else matters.
“Lying to me isn’t the same as fighting. And what you lied about… I’m not okay.” Pulling away from him, I feel the chill in the air. “Nothing about this is okay.”
My legs feel weak when I stand and he tries to right me, but I do it myself.
“I’m going to the guest room.” I give him my final words. The only ones I have for him in this moment. “Don’t lock me in and don’t trap me. But leave me the hell alone for right now.”
Loneliness is a horrible companion, but it’s the one I need right now. I think about messaging Laura, but I’m still pissed at her. Instead, I sit on the bed and look out of the window. Just to think. Just to break down again. All alone.
Does he know the nightmares he’s given me? The hate I feel for myself knowing I’d said goodbye to my sister, even though I still felt her presence. I knew I shouldn’t have, that it was too soon.
Shame is what comes for me when the loneliness no longer matters.
I don’t hear the door open and I don’t hear Seth walk in until he speaks from across the room. “Are you all right?”
Lifting my head from my folded arms, I glance over my shoulder. I’m certain I look like a wreck, with my knees pulled into my chest so I’m merely a ball of limbs staring out a window.
“What do you think?” I ask him.
“I know you hate me--”
“I don’t hate you.”
“Well, I know you’re mad at me, and I’m sorry.”
“Okay.” The petty answer leaves me instantly. I’ll be damned if I’m simply going to forgive him in this moment.
The bed dips and I turn back to Seth, warning him to get the hell out. “I’d like to be alone.”
“Just one thing.” Although it’s a statement, he says it like it’s a question.
With a nod, I agree to hear him out.
“He lied to you, he does that,” Seth tells me easily, like there’s nothing wrong at all with it. “He made mistakes he’s not used to. He decided to do things he shouldn’t have.” There’s a rhythm to his voice that’s calming. I fall for it, listening to every word he says. “He’s not the only person I’ve ever met that lies to make other people feel better.”
“He could say he’s sorry,” I counter as if a simple “sorry” would make much of a difference. Then I remember… he did. He said he was sorry. I don’t remember for which part. Maybe all of it. He was right though, words are meaningless.
“He’s not. He’d do it again if he had to.” I’d be pissed off if Seth wasn’t so matter of fact and if I wasn’t so convinced already that what he’s saying is the absolute truth.
“Then why should I ever trust him again?” That’s really what it comes down to. I don’t know that I can believe him or trust him ever again.
“Because he’s trying to be a better man… for you. He’s done all of this, for you.”
I try to respond, to disagree. But I can’t. Intention matters and behind all of this, he wanted to keep me safe. He tells me one last thing as he makes his way out.
“You know he loves you.” Seth sounds so sure of it. “Just love him back.” With that he shuts the door, not waiting for a response.





JASE
“I’d say she’s pissed,” I comment in the dark night as I shut my car door. I fucking hate that I’m not there now, just in case she wants to talk or yell… even if she wants to hit me again.
“I’d say she has a right to be.” Glaring at Seth’s profile, I note that he doesn’t look back at me until he adds, “She loves you, though.” When his eyes reach mine, I look ahead instead.
He changes the subject to ask, “You ready for this?”
It’s bitter cold as the clear, glassy surface of the puddle beneath my boot is shattered. I don’t hesitate to take another step and another. Moving quickly through the harsh wind to the warehouse.
“No one’s ever ready for this shit.”
“I don’t like not knowing what to expect,” Seth comments, and it’s only then that I notice how tense he seems.
“Whatever happens in there, we’ll figure it out,” I assure him. “Follow my lead.”
“I’m not sure I’m the best at that, Boss.”
“You’ve always been the best.”
“Not at following… I like lists and control and knowing what to do. If you’re telling me that you don’t know, I’m telling you I might not follow.”
There’s always been direction. Always been a sense of right and wrong and a certain way to do things. Recently though, everything has been like walking through fog.
“Whatever you do,” I finally answer him, “don’t point your gun at me. Aim it at the prick who brought us here.”
With a huff of a laugh he tells me, “I’ll try to remember that.”
Pushing open the double doors, I feel every muscle in my body coil, ready to act. Bright light greets us instantly, blinding me momentarily. It only makes the adrenaline in my blood pump harder and faster.
“We’ve been waiting for you.” Officer Cody Walsh’s voice reverberates in the large empty space. Blood rushes in my ears as I take in the man who’s been like a dog with a bone ever since he arrived in town.
There’s no back room or secret entrances in the empty warehouse. The ceilings have to be twenty feet high and the room itself is vacant, all 1200 square feet of it. With the exception of a steel shelf on the back wall and several stacks of old metal chairs behind Officer Walsh and another man I’ve never seen before, there’s nothing here. Nowhere for anyone else to hide. That doesn’t mean there aren’t cameras.
“Good to see you again, Officer,” I speak and other than my voice, the only sounds are the large fans spinning above us as we walk to them, slowly closing the distance. Seth stays back slightly, letting me lead the way.
Officer Walsh is in jeans and a black leather jacket, nothing like his typical attire, save the expression on his face.
“Undercover tonight?” Seth mutters beneath his breath, although it’s a joke – there’s a serious hint of a smirk there - and I share a quick glance with him. All of the FBI cases we could find on Walsh are sealed, except for one case. The one that has information on Marcus as well. His files were squeaky clean, with numerous medals and honors, referrals. But not a damn thing about undercover work. Anyone could spot him as a cop. He’d die in a week out here if he pulled that shit.
Our boots smack off the cement floor as my eyes adjust to the fluorescent lighting and we get closer to the two of them.
The other man is younger. Maybe in his thirties, or late twenties. In dark gray sweats and a long-sleeve black Henley, he would come off as relaxed if he didn’t keep looking between Cody Walsh and the two of us.
“I don’t think we’ve met,” I address the other man, and the moment he opens his mouth to greet me, Officer Walsh whips up his gun to the side of the man’s head and fires.
The racing of my heart isn’t quite as fast as I am to pull my gun from its holster. With both hands on the steel in my hands, I stare at Walsh pointing the barrel at the unsuspecting man beside him. If Walsh sees my gun and Seth’s aimed at him, he doesn’t react, he only watches the man to his left. The dead man falls to his knees, his eyes dead and vacant with a rough bullet hole leaking blood down his face. Walsh continues to focus on him until finally, the man falls face-first onto the floor with a dull thud.
“I was wondering when you were going to get here so I could kill him,” Walsh admits, his eyes watching the bright red blood pool around the nameless man’s face.
Our pistols are still on him and he only seems to notice now.
“I wouldn’t if I were you. If I don’t make it back to the office and pull the tapes out of the mail room, all the evidence will be dispersed.”
Seth’s gaze sears into me. I can hear the soles of his shoes scrape against the ground as he shuffles his feet although his gun is still up.
Keeping myself calm, I lower the gun and shrug as if I’m unaffected. “I didn’t take you for a man who liked the dramatic.”
Officer Walsh is a man who’s strictly by the book. That’s everything we found on him. Clean record and a man who believes in black and white with no grays in between. This… this is to throw us off. It can’t be his normal.
“I didn’t take you for a man who liked being late.”
“You killed him because we were late?” Seth questions. He lets a hint of humor ease into his tone, but his gun still sits at his side.
It’s only then that Officer Walsh takes his gaze from me and focuses on Seth.
“No. I shot him because I don’t need him and he knows too much.”
“Good to know that’s how you do business.” Seth’s criticism is rewarded with a tilt of Walsh’s head.
“What’s his name?” I question.
“It doesn’t matter.” Walsh looks between the two of us, making me second-guess his plan of action.
“It does to us,” Seth speaks for me, and I don’t mind in the least, since the same words were going to come out of my mouth. I want to know everything about the dead man lying on the floor. What he did, who he worked for, and most importantly: why he was standing beside Walsh in the first place?
“Joey Esposito.”
“Anything else we should know about him?” Seth asks and Walsh simply stares at him. I didn’t come here for a pissing contest.
“What do you want?” I speak loud and clearly, breaking up whatever’s starting between the two of them.
“To share two things with you. Both of them are pieces of information I think you’ll find valuable,” he says and then nudges the leg of the dead man on the floor. It’s a dull prod with no emotion behind it, just enough to be noticed. “He worked for Romano.”
Just hearing the name Romano raises the small hairs on the back of my neck. I feel my eyes narrow but other than that, I keep my composure. Seth does the same. Remaining still, unmoving. Unbothered.
That’s more like him.
“I’ll hand over the whereabouts of Romano freely. I’d prefer for you…” he pauses to glance at Seth before adding, “the two of you, to know that I’m willing to negotiate.”
“Handing something over for free isn’t a part of negotiations. Negotiations require something in return.” Seth corrects him and I have to fight the grin that plays at my lips.
The irritation in Walsh’s demeanor is something I didn’t know I’d enjoy so much. Maybe because it’s obvious he wanted the upper hand by killing this poor fuck the second we got here. Maybe it’s because Seth isn’t making it easy for Walsh. Either way, I make a mental note to tell him I like his style when he’s not following.
Before Walsh can respond, I comment, “How’d you get the information regarding Romano’s whereabouts? Esposito just gave it to you? Or did he think you had a deal?” I let the implication hang in the air, that his deals aren’t to be trusted as I take a step forward.
“He came to me, wanting something I couldn’t offer. He decided to rat, I decided to skip the judicial system and deliver his sentence to save some financial burdens. How’s that sound? Reasonable, Mr. Cross? Besides, I already knew where Romano was. That’s not the information Joey was giving me. Romano’s in protective custody.”
The way he says my name makes my skin crawl. He ignores the silent snarl and continues talking, grabbing the back of a simple metal chair, letting it drag across the floor with a shrill sound.
“What’s more important is that the indictment was dropped.” He leaves the chair in front of Seth, then grabs another. There’s a stack of them, and he delivers one to each of us before taking a seat himself.
Seth hesitates, so I sit down first. Both of us, across from Walsh. All of us holding our guns, but settled in our laps.
“Dropped?” I question, feeling my curiosity, my disbelief even, show on my face.
“It’s confidential.”
“So he gave something up?” Seth surmises and Walsh shrugs but wears a slight grin. “Fucking rat.”
“Jail or death. He didn’t have many options, did he?” Walsh comments.
“He made a mistake coming back,” Seth responds and then sits back in his seat when I give him a look.
“What’s the other thing?” I ask Walsh, squaring my shoulders and moving away from the subject of Romano. “You said you had two things to say. The first is that you have Romano’s whereabouts. What’s the second? I’m guessing it’s these recordings you say you have? Negotiation and blackmail in the same conversation?”
Walsh tosses a small notebook into my lap. It’s small and something easily tucked away, like something that would fit inside of a wallet. “The hotel Romano’s been placed in and his room number. He’s got three police offers posted next door. If they hear banging around and screaming, they’ve been told to let it happen.”
“And you’re fine with that?” I question, feeling my shoulders tighten. “It’s got ‘setup’ written all over it.”
“I’m not letting Romano walk away. He’s the reason Marcus came back here.” Walsh leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees so he’s closer to me as he tells us, “I want him dead but it can’t be on our hands. Too many people are involved. Take him. I’ve read the files on Aria Talvery. I saw what happened with your brother.”
“You saw what happened to Tyler?” I question him, not understanding how he knew.
“Tyler?” he responds with a shake of his head. “Carter. Carter is with Aria, unless I’m mistaken.” It’s silent for a long moment.
“What happened with Tyler?” he asks when the quiet air lingers for too long.
“Nothing of your concern.” I shift my weight in my chair as Walsh leans back further. “I want Romano for an entirely different reason.”
“Then take him. I’m giving him to you, both to start off with a good rapport.”
“Seconds before blackmailing us?” Seth interrupts him and Officer Walsh shrugs. “Both to have a good rapport. And to show Marcus I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”
“Marcus came back… here? For Romano?” I question, thinking back nearly a decade ago when I first learned about the bogeyman that is Marcus. “How long have you been after him?”
“Six years now,” Officer Walsh tells me and it doesn’t add up. Marcus never left. Marcus couldn’t have been in New York fucking with Walsh while keeping up his reputation down here and pulling strings. The cogs turn slowly as I assess Walsh, wondering where it went wrong, needing to know what piece is missing.
The reality of what Walsh is willing to do in order to get to Marcus coming into focus.
Seth readjusts in the seat, shifting his gun from hand to hand and then he stands, pushing the metal chair back as he does and stating, “I’d rather stand if you two don’t mind.”
I don’t move my gaze from Walsh, who merely watches.
His pale blue eyes raise to mine and then to Seth’s as he says, “My only request is that you don’t kill him at the hotel. Make it look like he took off and skipped town. Do that and he’s yours.”
“In exchange for?” I wait for the other shoe to drop. Seth stands still to my left. His wrists are crossed in front of him and one hand still holds the gun.
“What do you think I want?” he asks lowly.
He’s slow to pull a recorder out of his pocket, and with the click of a button, Seth’s voice is heard and then the sound of something creaking. I recognize it immediately.
“Who’s this fuck?” he asks and I answer, “Hal. The second he wakes up, bring him to the cellar.”
“You have questions for him?” Seth asks.
“No. No questions.”
Officer Walsh stops the recording, although the visual memory of opening the trunk and showing Seth in the parking lot behind The Red Room continues playing out in my mind.
“What was bugged?” I ask Walsh, running my thumb along the rim of the barrel. Motherfucker. Anger courses through me uncontained inside, although I don’t let it show.
“I’m guessing a gift from Marcus?” Walsh speculates with a glimmer in his eye. “The recording has enough evidence for me to piece together how you got hold of Mr. Hal Brooks, that he was alive when you took him… and what you did to him after.”
“What exactly are you implying?” A trace of anger can be heard in the hiss of my question.
“That you’re fucked… unless you’ve got information for me. It was in his clothes and found on Mr. Brooks body.”
It sinks in slowly. Marcus bugged Hal. He set me up. Between Marcus, Walsh and Romano, the list of men to kill keeps getting longer.
“What information are you looking for?” I ask, looking him dead in the eyes.
Walsh merely stands, glancing at the dead man on the floor and the dark pool of red that’s staining his face as he looks off to the front double doors in the distance.
“I’ll contact you when I have specifics.” With that he stands, leaving me to calculate every possible way we can kill him. He’s a man hell-bent on vengeance and willing to burn everything that lies between him and it.
As the two of us stand up slowly, watching his hands and how he places the gun back in his holster, Walsh adds, “Go tonight for Romano. Tomorrow the teams change. I mean it when I say I intend to have a good rapport with you two.”
Turning his back to us, he places the chair he’d taken on top of the stack. “Unless you want to help me clean up, I think you’d better getting going.”
The metal of the gun is warm when I slip it behind my back in the holster, taking in everything I can about Officer Cody Walsh. It’s silent, save for the, “Until next time,” Walsh gives us on our way out.
Neither of us speaks until we’re far enough out in the distance.
Still seething, we both climb into the car and listen to the thunk of the doors closing as the sound of crickets off in the distance fades to silence.
“We’re screwed if he mails the recordings or hands them out to the fucking FBI.” Seth says the fucking obvious, tapping his foot in the car.
We should have incinerated him. That dead fuck and all the evidence along with it. Instead, I had to freak the fuck out over shit that happened years ago.
Seth keeps up with the tapping. Tap, tap, tapping as my frustration grows.
“Knock it the fuck off.”
“I’m thinking,” he retorts and then lets out a “fuck” and punches the side of the door.
“Feel better?” I ask him when he lifts his fist to examine his hand.
“Much,” he answers dryly.
The keys jingle in the ignition as the engine turns over, humming to life. Seth rolls his window down, breathing in the cold air until he comes up with a solution
“I’ll find out where the info is and get rid of it then get rid of him,” he speaks.
“That easy?”
“If we put him in the cellar, yeah. That easy.”
“You think he’ll tell us where it is?” I glance at him and let out an uneasy exhale, shaking my head as the wind blows by. “I don’t think he will. I think he’d die before quitting.”
“Then how?”
“Declan has to find something.”
“Declan’s looking into something?”
“I asked him to look into something before I know whether or not it’s a dead end. I don’t know yet; it may be useless.”
He’s reluctant to nod, but he does. “And what about Romano?”
“Go tonight and take three men with you. Two for lookouts.” The order comes out as easy as the plan should be. “If he’s in their custody, he’s unarmed and it should be in and out.”
“We’ll hit him with chloroform. Keep it quiet.”
“Just make sure you take out any cameras first. And stay silent, wear masks. Don’t trust it not to be recorded.”
“Got it. Want me to send a report to Carter first?” he asks and I stare off to the right side as the car comes to a stop. Just happens to be the graveyard. “No, I can do it. I’ll tell him.”
I’ll tell my brother just how badly I’ve fucked up. With all of this.
Then I’ll deal with Bethany.
And then Romano.





BETHANY
M y eyes feel so dry but I can’t keep them closed. Every time they shut, I see Jenny, in the hands of a villain. She’s out there and I’m lying in a comfortable bed, protected and doing nothing.
The thin slit of light from the hallway that lays across the bedroom floor and hits the dresser widens as a soft creak fills the quiet room. Jase’s footsteps are cautious and muted.
“You don’t have to be quiet,” I let him know although I have to clear my throat after. It’s raw and in need of a hot cup of tea. A luxury I can afford, as I’m not missing and presumed dead.
“You’re not sleeping?”
“How could I?” I answer Jase with the question as he walks to the bed and lowers himself to sit by my side, making the mattress dip where my legs lay.
He tells me, “I didn’t expect you in here.”
For a moment, I reconsider every thought that brought me back to his bedroom and ask, “Do you want me to leave?” If he does, I will. If he doesn’t, I’ll stay. Simply because I want to be here. I still want to be next to him when I do fall asleep. I want him to hold me, but I’m too prideful to ask. More than that, I’m ashamed that after all the lies, I still feel like I need him.
His answer is quick. “Never.”
“I don’t want to give you an ultimatum.” I spit out the words that I’ve been saying over and over in my head the last hour or so. “I hate them and I think they’re awful.”
Jase is deadly silent, listening to what I have to say. I can feel his eyes on me although I don’t look up at him. Resting his head on my thigh that’s covered by the blanket, he waits for me to continue.
“It hurts to even say it. I can’t deal with lies. I don’t want to be a woman who lets a man lie to her.”
“I won’t.”
“I don’t know that I believe you.” Finally looking into his eyes, I suck in a deep inhale to calm my words. “I can’t stay if I find out you’ve lied to me about something. I can’t be with you if that’s all there is between us.”
“There’s nothing else and there will never be anything else.”
My mother used to warn us about ‘always’ and ‘nevers.’ Especially about the people who speak them with certainty.
With the window cracked, a gust of cool air blows in trailing along my skin and with it, the ends of my hair tickle down my bare arm as I prop myself up. “You sound so sure.”
“I am.” His hard jaw seems sharper in the faint light with the shadows from the moon. There’s an intensity that swirls in his eyes, but it seems different now. Not so much riddled with fear as it is with loss and regret.
Or maybe it’s a reflection of myself, maybe it’s just what I want to see. He may be certain, but I’m not so sure of anything anymore.
I can only nod, and lie back down. Back to his bed although I’m on my side and I intend to sleep all night with my back to him. I’ll do it every night until the hurt goes away. That deep pain that’s settled into my chest like fucking cancer.
“Is there anything else I can…” Jase pauses and I hear him readjust as the bed jostles.
“Anything else you can say or do?” I finish the question for him, my eyes open and staring straight ahead at nothing in particular.
“Is there?” he asks when I don’t answer the question I raised.
“We just move on, don’t we?” I tell him, feeling that pain spread like a web, tiny and sticking to everything inside of me as it spins. “That’s what happens.”
“Why do you sound so defeated?”
“Because it hurts, it all hurts and I don’t know how to fix it other than to believe you. Even that hurts right now.”
The mattress groans as he leans forward, rubbing my back as I lie there, refusing to give in to anger. “What matters is that Jenny’s alive.” My bottom lip trembles and my throat goes tight as I ask, “You’re going to save her, right? You’re going to bring her home?”
“I’m doing everything I can,” Jase whispers as he lies down next to me although he’s not under the covers. He pulls me in closer to him and as much as I’d love to shove him away for everything he’s done, I need to be held by this man for the very same reasons.
“When we were little, she was my hero,” I admit to Jase, still staring ahead at the blank wall that’s been a photo album to me all night, flicking through memory after memory. “I was thinking about the time when I’d just reached high school and how she helped me with my English homework. She loved poetry. She was so good at it.”
It sounds like Jase is going to say something, but instead he stays quiet. He kisses me on my shoulder though, through the sleepshirt and then on my jaw by my ear. The kind of kiss where I’m forced to close my eyes. When he lays my arm in the dip at my side and then rests his forearm in front of me, I twine my fingers with his.
His touch means more to me right now than I think he’ll ever know.
The second I part my lips to thank him, he speaks first. “Tell me more about her.”
“I don’t know what to tell you. She was my big sister, the one who looked out for me, helping me with everything… until it all went wrong.”
“What went wrong?”
“Our mom did. That’s when everything changed.” The hollowness in my chest seems to grow thinking about it all, so I stay quiet. The silence doesn’t stretch for long.
“Do you still hate me?”
For lying about my sister while I was mourning her?
For lying about scaring me into staying with you?
For lying about the debt and taking advantage of me?
The questions line themselves up in my head, but stay unspoken.
“No,” I answer him. “I hate what you did, but I don’t hate you.”
“Why do I feel like things aren’t okay?” he questions and that gets a reaction from me. Fighting the covers with my legs, I turn around to face him, propping myself up with my elbow and feeling the comforter fall down my shoulder.
“Because I’m still upset,” I say and frustration comes out in my tone. “What would you have me do, Jase?” The exasperated question escapes easily from my lips. “I don’t know if you’ve lied about something else… or if you will.”
“There are no other lies.” Anger colors his statement and reflects in his gaze.
“I don’t believe you.” There’s no emotion in my words, only facts. “There are only so many times you can lie to a person. Only so many. But what am I really going to do? That’s why I’m hurt. I don’t want to leave you.” Fuck, saying the words makes me feel weak, down to my core. I don’t want to leave him. Not just for my sister’s sake, either. “I feel pathetic.” I practically spit the word out.
“Do you forgive me?”
“You said you were sorry.” That’s all I can say.
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I tell him.
“It does.”
“I forgave you without you even apologizing. It’s about trusting you and trusting myself after falling for you. The trust isn’t there anymore,” I admit.
“I can give you reasons to trust me--”
“Time will,” I cut him off. “Even when I hate you, you’re still what I need. You don’t understand how much I feel that I need you.”
“I do. I know what that’s like,” he confides in me and I feel like it’s the truth. Why else would he want me here? Why else would a man like him deal with me, in this state, right now?
When I don’t respond, he asks me, “How can I make it right?”
“You can start with finding Jenny and bringing her home.”
“I can’t guarantee--” he starts to say, but I don’t want to hear it.
“I finally let go… I let go and she was still out there.” My voice cracks. If I had kept looking, if I’d kept asking around and demanding answers… Maybe she would be home now.
“I can’t make that promise to you, Bethany.”
Letting go of the regret, I focus on what we can do now when I tell him, “I know you can’t promise, but I wish you could.”
Instead of lying down like I think he’s going to do, he sits up and walks his way around the bed to stand in front of me. “I have to go,” he tells me and I nod into the pillow, keeping my hands down on the bed, although I question if I should reach up and wrap them around his neck to pull him down for a kiss. Is it so bad that I want to be kissed when I’m hurting? Even if it’s by the one who caused the pain?
“Where are you going?” I ask him, not hiding the surprise or the slight worry in my cadence as I glance at the clock. “It’s late.” I say the excuse as I sit up and wrap my arms around myself.
I expect him to hesitate, to lie or to give some vague response. “I’m going to kill the man who murdered my brother,” he answers and my heart lurches inside of me. All the pain I’ve been going through and turmoil, he may have had a hand in it, but I forgot he suffers through it too.
“Jase, are you okay?” I don’t think I’ve ever pushed myself up quicker in bed as I get onto my knees and move toward him.
“I’m fine, anxious though,” he answers me as I sit in front of him, neither of us touching each other in the dark night. It’s all shadows and cool gusts of air between us and I wish it would go away; I wish I could change everything.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and do exactly what I wanted to do a moment ago for myself, but right now it’s for him. Sitting up taller, I press my lips to his for a tender kiss, my fingers brushing against his stubble and then laying across the back of his neck. Jase tilts his head down and cupping the back of my head, keeps me there for a second longer. Just one more beat.
“Are you going to be all right?” I ask him in a whisper, my lips close to his, not wanting to let go.
“I’ll be fine,” he answers me and I don’t think he’s lying. I think that he thinks he really will be fine, in a situation where nothing at all is fine.
“Do you care that I’m going to kill him?” He doesn’t let me go as he asks the question.
“Only in the sense that I care about what it does to you.” The answer is immediate and true to the core. Maybe it’s wrong, but there’s so much that’s not right that I simply don’t care about being wrong anymore.
“I want you with me. You can know, or you can guess, you can ignore it all. I don’t care so long as you’re with me.”
“I want to know,” I tell him even though a tremor of fear runs through me.
“All I care about is you being here when I get back. Tell me you’ll be here.”
“I’ll be here.”
I wish I’d told him I loved him, but he kisses me and then leaves me breathless on the bed. I can feel it in his kiss and when he leaves, when the door is closed and he’s long gone, I ask as though he’s still here with me, why won’t you tell me you love me?
I refuse to believe it’s not love. It’s fucked up a million ways and then some, but this is love.





JASE
“In some cultures, people bury the men they murder face down so they can’t come back to haunt them.”
Four stories up in the vacant and grand estate, the large windows are open and the rooms are all bare. The empty old office is bigger than the entire house I grew up in. The ceilings are tall; the light wood floors shine with polish. When Romano left his place weeks ago, he took off and got rid of everything. One day he was here, the next he was gone. The worst decision he made was coming back.
“Face down? Like in their grave?” Seth asks from across the large room. There aren’t any lights in the room; the full moon and the streetlights give us everything we need. He’s still dressed in jeans and a shirt, both black. His men are downstairs sweeping the place and preparing for what’s to come, while we’re up here with our guest of honor.
I nod, listening to the muffled noises that come from behind the balled-up rag in Romano’s mouth. Hysteria is setting in for the old man as his face turns red and Carter, Declan and Daniel join us. He’s never looked so old to me. So close to a fucking heart attack and then death. Wouldn’t that be ironic? If the fucker had a heart attack while tied down in that desk chair and we didn’t even get a chance to kill him.
“They thought if they buried the men they killed face down, when their spirits woke up, they’d be disoriented,” I explain to Seth and to whoever else is listening.
Seth lets out a rough chuckle, playing with a knife as he sits in a wingback chair in the corner. The leather is old and cracked. I guess that’s why Romano left it behind. Everything left in the room was meant to be thrown away. Now Romano’s been added to that category.
“I’ve heard of feeding the dead to pigs. They’ll eat anything,” Seth answers.
“Can’t bury a man if he dies with dynamite in his lap, can you? Or feed what’s left of him to the pigs?” Carter questions and then pats my shoulder as he enters the room. He only glances at Romano, not paying him much mind as he walks around the room. This estate has to be a hundred years old. It was a family legacy. One that’s ending tonight.
Although the conversation borders on lighthearted in tone, tension is thick in the room.
“This used to be your office?” Carter asks Romano as he leans forward, placing a hand on the soon-to-be dead man’s shoulder. From behind the rag comes nothing but rage and the muted sounds of what I assume are curse words.
I wonder what it’s like to be him right now. I’d rather have a heart attack than to be him right now.
Carter only smirks at him, standing up and pushing off of his shoulder, sending Romano rolling away in the wheeled desk chair. Gagged and tied down, this is how he’ll die. In the room where he made all of his decisions. Decisions to murder and decisions that require consequences.
“Any situations tonight?” Carter asks Seth who shakes his head. “In and out, he was sleeping so the chloroform was easy. Overall it was,” he says as he looks Carter in the eyes, “uneventful.”
“And the detail in the next room? Did they try to interfere?”
Seth answers, “Didn’t see them, didn’t hear them. It was all over in under ten minutes. Even if it was filmed, we were masked and didn’t talk. There’s no way to ID us.”
“Good work,” I chime in and my brother agrees.
“Explosives are planted everywhere but the main room where we hid the cash in the safe. It’ll look like he came back to hide evidence, but mistakenly set it off too soon,” Carter explains.
“What a tragedy.” Daniel’s comment drips with sarcasm. Out of all of us he’s been the most quiet, the most still. Leaning against the back wall and staring at Romano all night.
Romano says something. It could be his last words for all I care, they won’t be heard.
Declan adds, “It keeps the feds off our back, they go away. I want them the fuck out of here. And we take over the upper east side.”
“All our problems solved.” Triumph comes darkly from Carter’s voice.
Almost all. Marcus and Walsh are becoming more difficult problems by the day, but I keep that opinion to myself.
“I wish they all knew,” Daniel speaks up. As he kicks off the wall and walks closer to the far edge of the room to look down at the tied-up man, the light sends shadows over the harsh expression on his face. “It’s too quick and not public enough for what you deserve,” he tells Romano. His voice is hoarse, and anger and mourning both linger there.
The memory of Tyler dead in the street plays tricks on my mind as I look out the large window feeling the cool breeze against my face. The cast iron fence separates the estate from the road and it’s just beneath us. The road ahead is a backroad; many don’t travel on it and it’s not the road Tyler where died, but any black road slick with rain will carry that memory forever.
“Justice is a funny thing, isn’t it?” I murmur as I tap my blunt nails along the windowsill, opening the window even more, as much as I can to feel the cold air blow in. “It never feels like enough.”
“What?” Daniel asks from behind me, so I turn around to face him.
“It’s never going to feel like enough… because it’s never going to be all right.” With the singular truth exposed, a raw pain grows from my empty lungs and radiates upward.
“I’m grateful he didn’t get away and the feds didn’t fuck this up for us. We’ll spread it around, that we didn’t like him talking to the cops,” Carter says and looks pointedly at Seth, who nods. Rumors travel fast in this town and everyone needs to know it was us. Romano fucked with us. Now he’s dead. That’ll make a lot of other pricks question whether or not they’re willing to do the same.
“What about Tyler?” Daniel asks. His forehead creases as he continues, “They should know Romano killed him and that’s what gave him a death sentence.”
“We’d be admitting we didn’t know the truth until recently,” Carter speaks up, shaking his head. “It’s easier to keep it a secret.”
A lie, hisses in my ear, and I have to turn away from my brothers, once again looking out into the empty street only to see the ghost of memories there.
“I don’t like it.” Daniel disagrees with Carter. Seth and Declan are quiet, simply observing the two of them.
“Tyler deserves justice,” I speak up before being conscious of it. “It shouldn’t be kept a secret.”
“Romano dies tonight.” Carter’s harsh words whip through the air. “What more do you want?”
I’m surprised by Daniel’s words as he says, “Humiliation, pain… I want it to be a spectacle.” He’s still filled with hate over Tyler’s death. He’s still angry. He’s still grieving. I’m convinced the five stages of grieving aren’t like steps where you take one after the other. I think they’re waves that constantly crash onto the shore and you never know which one will hit you.
“That’s not going to help our FBI situation,” Declan answers, peeking up from the corner of the room where he’s standing behind Seth. I can feel all their eyes on me, but I don’t look back yet. All I can look at are the spikes that line the top of his iron fence. All I can think about is how awful it would be to die like that, to fall onto the spiked fence beneath us and be impaled next to an asphalt road. It’d be the last thing he ever looked at.
“We decided this was how it would be… now you want to wait?” Carter questions, his voice tight with incredulity.
“No, we don’t have to wait.” I turn to finish my thought, looking at Daniel as I suggest, “We can throw him out this window. That would be a spectacle, as you called it.”
Daniel smirks while Declan lets out a chuckle and then asks, “Wait, are you serious?”
“He can die committing suicide by jumping onto a spiked fence,” Daniel says and smiles over Romano’s muffled pleas. The man’s fighting in his chair now, causing it to roll slightly across the floor. I kick the back of it gently, just to push him away from me and torture him some more.
“Who would kill themselves that way?” Declan asks. “Who commits suicide by spearing himself onto a fence?”
“No one,” I answer him and Daniel adds, “That’s the point.”
“That would send a message,” Seth comments although it’s not meant to agree or disagree. He stays neutral in all of this.
Carter’s voice is low as he says, “It would send a message to the feds too. That we don’t care they’re here and that we’re still running this town. Is that the message you want to send?”
“That’s the message we need to send,” Daniel presses. “What are they going to do? We don’t leave evidence. They’ll know, but they can’t do anything about it.”
“Just like they can’t do anything about Tyler,” I say and my statement is the nail in the coffin for me. Romano murdered our brother and left him on the street to die. “This is justice.”
He’ll do the same.
“No one knew about Tyler; how could they have done anything?” That’s the problem, isn’t it? With so many lies and secrets, no one could do anything for Tyler. It was just a tragedy.
Just like Jenny. I think about how many times Bethany went to the cops and filed a missing persons report for her sister. How they told her they were sorry, and they didn’t know what happened when the trunk was found.
“We need to do this, Carter,” I say and look him dead in the eyes, feeling a numbing prick flow over my skin. “No accident, no dynamite. We give him the death he earned.”
Time ticks slowly, with Seth shifting behind me and Declan staring at Daniel, who’s waiting for Carter’s final decision. Tick, tick, tick. It’s too slow.
“Take the cash, leave the safe empty and open. Wipe for prints.” Carter gives the order and I walk from the open window to Daniel, feeling the cold gust of wind at my back carrying Romano’s muffled screams.
“You all right?” I ask him lowly so it’s just between the two of us, and he nods although he can’t look me in the eyes, he can’t look away from Romano.
“Who gets to do it?” he asks me although his voice is coarse and he has to clear it. “Who gets to do the honors?”
“You can if you want.” I give it to him. I’ll suffer the rest of my life, hating that Tyler died in my place. Whether Romano breathes again, whether I kill him, none of it will change that. But at least now everyone will know. And that’s something.
“It was supposed to be you,” he reminds me, as if there’s any way I could forget.
“I know, but doing this isn’t going to bring Tyler back.” Daniel’s expression wavers, the hardness falls for a moment and he nods again. I watch as the cords in his neck tense.
“If we’re doing this, it has to be done clean,” Declan speaks up. I’m not sure if he disagrees and thinks we should go the safe route, or if he’s simply covering our bases.
“We’re always clean,” Seth answers him.
“Let the feds see,” I tell Declan. “Let everyone know.” I pat Daniel on the back and then look Carter in the eyes as I say, “No one takes from us and gets away with it.”
“It’s settled then,” Carter agrees. “And the men that came back with him? What about them?”
“Make it clean,” Declan repeats to Carter, the undertone of his voice harsh. Romano’s cries can still be heard and I kick the chair just slightly, sending him rolling backward again.
“There’s no deal to offer any of Romano’s men, no loose ends,” Seth says and nods.
I wait until Seth lifts his eyes to mine. “Go through every part of this town. Every asshole who ever got a paycheck from him. Find them in their homes, at the bar. I don’t care if they’re balls deep in the back room of a strip joint. Find them, kill them.”
“They die tonight,” Carter talks as he walks to where I was, no doubt judging what it’ll take to make sure Romano’s impaled. It won’t take much at all. It’s just outside the window. “There aren’t many left. We already have locations on most of them.”
“They’ll scatter like roaches if we wait until tomorrow and the FBI doesn’t know yet, but the moment they find Romano, they’ll be everywhere. So we end it tonight,” Daniel agrees, walking to Romano and turning the chair. He has to crouch down to be at his eye level. “Wipe them all out.”
“Start with him,” I speak to Daniel, and he looks over his shoulder at me. His lips are pressed in a straight line, with a grim look covering his face.
“End it,” I tell him. Carter steps to the side, and we all wait.
Pushing the gagged, screaming man with a bright red face to the window, Daniel looks out onto the road – a backroad that will be empty until the morning.
The gag comes off first, bringing a stream of Italian profanity from the dried throat of this dead fuck. Romano pulls on the ropes, fighting as best he can against them. It’s foolish really, he should wait until we untie him for his best chance, but he doesn’t, knowing his end is coming.
Seth’s the one to cut the rope at his feet; one quick swipe and the nylon threads are released. Romano attempts to run, still bound to the back of the heavy leather chair and he falls hard on his side, seething in pain. The crack of his skull hitting the floor ricochets in the room.
With Carter holding his left side and me holding his right, Seth cuts the binds and helps us hold him up, holding him steady and restraining him as he tries to run and fight. I can’t breathe. My muscles are too coiled as Romano struggles with the last bit of strength he has left in him.
Backing him up to the window, I stare at Daniel’s face. I expect anger, I expect hate, but agony is all that’s on his face. It’s still not enough; being the one to end Romano… it’s not enough. It won’t bring Tyler back.
We release our hold as Romano falls backward from the force of the shove Daniel gives him in his chest. Romano’s arms whip out to grab onto whatever he can, but there’s nothing there, nothing that can keep him upright. His scream dulls as he falls the four stories and then it’s silenced.
Staring down at him and the scene, I no longer see Tyler. The street’s empty. All I see is a man who killed all his life, a man impaled with the life draining from him slowly.
Turning to Seth, I tell him, “Check that he’s dead, then find the rest.”





BETHANY
It’s been quiet the last few days. Too quiet.
The ominous feeling that settles in when you know things won’t last… that’s in the air. I’ve been breathing it in and suffocating from it. Jase is being careful with me and both of us are feeling bad for the other one.
It’s easy to give someone sympathy, it’s easy to love them. Accepting their love though, accepting it in the way they’re able to give… that’s the difficult part, because that’s where you get hurt.
I forgive him, but I’m waiting for the next bad thing to happen.
Jase is just waiting, on edge and waiting for something… I don’t know what.
The other end of the line goes to voicemail. So I dial the number again, stretching at the end of the sofa. Jase’s non-office is now my hideaway. The smell of old books and leather is too much to resist.
Ring. Ring.
On the second ring, it picks up and I recognize the voice instantly.
“Laura,” I say and my gut falls. I wasn’t expecting her to answer. “I didn’t know you were working day shifts this week.”
Animosity and betrayal stir in my stomach. More than that though, I miss her.
“Bethany?” She sounds surprised to hear my voice.
“I just wanted to call about Michelle, the pregnant patient with pica on floor two, and maybe talk to Aiden…” I trail off, waiting for Laura to tell me she’ll get him. After a few seconds of silence and then the way she says my name, I know that’s not going to happen.
“Bethany,” she says but I can already tell there’s too much sympathy in her tone. “Michelle died two days ago. I’m sorry. I thought Aiden called.”
The leather turns hot under my tight grip. I can barely breathe. When I worked in pediatrics before this for my internship, death was common. It was so common I’d check the paper for the obituaries before coming into work so I’d be prepared. It’s also why I left. At the center, it rarely happens, but now it feels like death’s following me everywhere.
“Beth? Are you there?”
“I’m here,” I answer her although my body’s still tense and it hurts to swallow.
“You weren’t answering my texts and I know you’re mad, but I thought you knew. I swear. I’m so sorry.”
“How did it happen?”
“Magnets. They obstructed her bowels,” Laura answers.
“If I’d been working--”
“Don’t think like that.”
“I had a rapport with her.” I can’t even say her name as tears prick my eyes. She was young and beautiful. Before getting pregnant, she was healthy. If only, if only. I think it too much now. Every day I wonder ‘what if’ in all aspects of my life. It’s not a healthy way to live.
“She wasn’t well and…” Laura stops when she hears my quick inhale. I’m not crying, but I’m damn close to it.
“There was nothing any of us could have done. The behavioral approach was working and she was released. Her husband checked her out… it happened in her home.”
With a hand over my heated face, I focus on calming down, but it takes a long moment. Struggling not to lose it, I debate on simply hanging up.
“I’m sorry,” Laura tells me again and I don’t know what to reply. It’s not okay, but that’s the answer we’re supposed to give, isn’t it? That or thank you, but there’s nothing to be thankful for right now.
“You need to come back to work,” Laura tells me when the silence stretches.
“Everything’s changed.”
My voice is tight when I answer her. “I want to come back.” Focusing on breathing, I try to calm down. “I can’t believe she’s dead. It feels like I was just with her.”
“Tragedy happens.” Seconds pass as I try to accept it, staring at the unlit fireplace.
“You should come back.” I’m grateful for Laura’s distraction as she adds, “Aiden’s gone for three days and he told me to schedule you for next week. So you’re on.”
My eyes lift to the bookshelves, feeling wider, more alert. “I can come back to work?”
“We need you. There’s so much that’s happened.”
The way she says it makes my heart still and I can feel a deep crease settle between my brow as I ask, “What? What happened?”
“I can’t tell you over the phone; just start back on Monday.”
A cold prick flows over my skin, knowing something’s wrong, but not knowing what. “Okay.” I take a moment, which feels awkward and tense, but I make sure Laura knows I’m genuine when I tell her, “Thank you.”
“Are we okay?” she asks me softly. I can practically see her nervously wrapping her finger around the phone cord in the office like she does. It’s a habit I picked up from her.
I answer her honestly, “I don’t understand why you did it. Why you called him and didn’t tell me.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know.”
“You could tell me,” I offer her. “Really, if you’d told me no, or if you told me you called him before he showed up…”
“I… I can’t tell you right now, but soon? I can tell you soon, if you want.”
“I want to know. I do.”
“And then we’ll be okay?” she asks me as if that’s all she wants.
“Yeah,” I answer her even though I don’t know if it’s truthful. I don’t know why so many people are hiding secrets. Or why each one hurts more than the last.
When I hang up the phone with her, I hear the front door close from all the way down the long hall. Jase is home and it surprises me how much I want to go to him, how much I want him to hold me like he does every time he gets back and just before he leaves.
I wait for him, holding my breath at first, but I can’t hear where he’s going or what he’s doing. Leaving my phone on the glass table, I pick my book back up, although my gaze flicks to the open door.





BETHANY
He’s been quiet, but there’s a look in his eyes that’s anything but. I can feel the tension crackle and it promises that if I follow him, I’ll be given everything I could possibly want in this moment. And so I do. The second he looks at me, I close my book and leave it there to go to him.
“Come on,” he commands but it’s soft and low, pleading almost. My heart yearns to follow him quickly; to show him I accept his demands.
“I don’t want this distance between us anymore.” Jase’s voice is calming and deep.
“I don’t either,” I admit to him and reach out to take his hand when he offers it. There’s something about the roughness along his knuckles and the warmth of his skin that’s soothing. His touch consoles a part of me that’s desperate to heal.
“Trust works both ways,” Jase tells me as I gauge the changes in the fire room. Everything’s been moved out, most notably the chaise and the wooden bench. In place of the plush white rug is a black blanket, large and heavy. The room’s barren, but still beautiful, with the crystal fireplace and lit chandeliers.
“Both ways,” I repeat, registering his words and wondering what he has planned.
He said he found a solution to our problem. Funny how a man’s solution involves sex… or so I assume. To be honest though, I need this.
I need him like this. I close my eyes knowing we need this.
“Strip here.” He gives me orders as he places a handful of things in the middle of the blanket.
A candle, a lighter, a bottle of ethanol, some sort of white cloth, and the weighted blanket. Tremors of pleasure send a warmth flowing through me, meeting at my core and heating instantly.
By the time I’ve stripped to nothing, he’s done the same. The light from the fire emphasizes every etched muscle in his taut skin. His cock is already rigid and my bottom lip drops at the thought of being at this man’s mercy.
A deep, rough chuckle whips my eyes from his length to his gaze. “Ever needy and greedy, aren’t you?” he teases me and that’s when I see the glimmer of light that reflects off the blade. The tension rises, stifling me, wrapping its way around me… and I love it. I crave it. It does nothing but ignite a fire inside of me.
My feet patter on the slick black blanket beneath us as I make my way to him, tucking my hair behind my ear as I prepare to drop to my knees in front of him. I want to please him, to prove to him that I still desire him, that there’s still a roaring fire between us. I don’t get a chance to though.
Catching my elbow, Jase stops me and instead puts his hand on mine, pulling my fingers back and making me hold my hand out flat. He’s silent as he gives me the knife.
“It’s heavy,” I comment weakly as he sits cross-legged and I do the same in front of him. The heat from the fire is the only thing that keeps the chills of the cool air away. My heart races as I glance at the small silvery scar still on his chest.
“I want us both to play,” he tells me, wrapping my hand around the handle of the blade and then bringing it to his chest. “First you need to shave me.”
The command is simple although my gaze shifts from the small smattering of hair on his chest to his eyes. Scooting closer to him, I watch the way his throat dips, the way the cords tighten as I prepare for the first stroke.
Before I can press the blade to his skin, he lays a hand on each of my hips, holding me steady. The warmth of the fire is nothing compared to his touch. With every small exhale, I drag the blade down carefully, feeling it nick each hair along his chest. Breathing in, I then drag the blade over his skin, blowing softly across it as I go and gently bring the back of my fingers across his body to check on the smoothness of it.
“Don’t leave any behind,” he tells me, sitting upright and still not moving.
“Does it hurt at all?” I ask him, running my fingers over what I’ve just done and then moving the blade to a patch of fuzz on his upper pec by his shoulder.
“You’re only shaving me,” he answers with a handsome grin, mocking me.
“I mean the scar. Where I cut you before,” I whisper, not looking into his eyes and then grabbing the cloth next to Jase to wipe the blade clean.
“No,” he answers and then takes the knife from me. “It feels like a memory that fate made happen.”
He does the same to me, shaving away the little bits of hair, making sure there’s nothing between us that the fire would catch.
“You first,” he tells me and he tips the bottle of ethanol, the cloth pressed against the opening. The smell of alcohol hits me as he wets the rag. “Where you put it, the fire will catch, but do it quickly.” Before relaxing his shoulders and sitting back, he lights the candle. “Use this for the flame but hold it upright to keep the wax from dripping.”
I’ve paid attention and I’ve seen what he does. Nodding, I know exactly what he’s said and why it works, but still I hesitate, holding the rag in my hand and staring at his chest.
“What if I hurt you?”
“The blanket’s fireproof and I can lie down, Bethany. I’m here, and you’re more than capable.”
I remember what it’s like, the memory of the fire tickling then blazing. Heating my skin before vanishing and leaving me breathless and hungry for more. I can give that to him. The very idea of it makes me eager to do it.
Reaching out, I wipe the damp cloth against his skin in a small motion, not covering much area at all. My pulse is fast and my hand trembles slightly. I can’t help it; the only thing that keeps me composed is the intimacy of the moment and his touch steadying me.
“A cross?” he questions and I let my lips kick up as I pick up the candle. “Over your heart,” I answer him in a whisper as I lift the flame. It catches quicker than I anticipate, blazing in a short burst and vanishing as my heart races.
Releasing my shock in a single breath I look to Jase whose eyes are wide with desire as his chest rises higher. “Again,” he commands in a deep groan. This time when I get closer to him, he grips my wrist holding the cloth out and tells me, “Use more and in a different spot. When it lights, press your body against mine and feel the aftershocks of the fire.”
He takes his time, moving my hair behind me and telling me to braid it and be careful. Playing with fire is something we’ve always been warned not to do, and maybe that’s why it’s so exciting.
I do as he says, wondering what type of pleasure or pain it’ll bring. I’m too slow the first time, too slow to feel anything but the heat of his chest where the reddened skin felt the kiss of fire. Still, with my body pressed against his and feeling the rumble of desire against his chest, it’s erotic, it’s forbidden and I want more of it.
“Fire needs fuel to stay alive. It has to breathe, but you can smother it. It needs to move, but you can deny it.” His words are mesmerizing, and the feel of dulled flames extinguished as I press my body against his is unlike anything I’ve felt before. It’s gone too fast.
Taking my hand, he runs the rag over my breasts before I can run it down his body. I light him first and as I lean, the fire catches against my skin. As my head falls back, Jase presses his body to mine, gripping the hair at the base of my skull and pulling it back as his teeth scrape against my neck.
He takes control then, laying me down and playing with me, toying with the fire between us.
It’s a dangerous game to play with fire, but I feel like he’s made the rules. I feel invincible with him, like nothing matters except for what he tells me in that moment.
The light flicks between us, burning hot and roaring until it extinguishes. It happens so fast, but each moment seems more and more intense. Hotter, heavier and upping the stakes of how much of our skin is sensitized.
Until the lights have gone out and the heat dissipates, leaving me yearning for more.
More than the fire this time. I need him. The pieces of him that fire can’t give me. I breathe into Jase’s kiss, “I want you.”
He devours me, pushing me to the floor and bracing himself above me, settling between my spread legs before tilting my hips how he wants them. Jase isn’t gentle when he enters me. He teases me at first, pressing the head of his cock against my folds and sliding it up to my clit, rubbing me and taunting me before slamming inside of me to the hilt and making me scream. I watch him hold his breath as he does it, and he watches me just the same.
I’m lost in the lust of his gaze, lost in the gentle touches of his hands on my breasts where the fire just was as he pistons his hips, deliberately and with a steady pace that drives me to near insanity. He’s controlled and measured, even through the intense pleasure. I feel him hit my back wall, the ridges of his cock pressing against every sensitive bundle of nerves as he fucks me like this. Deep and ruthlessly, but making every thrust push me higher.
I barely notice when he raises his body from mine. The heat from the fireplace blazes, but it doesn’t compare to what it feels like to have his body on top of mine. I lift my shoulders off the ground, reaching up to hold on to his, but he shoves himself deep inside of me, making my back bow. Throwing my head back with pleasure, I see the lit candle, I see him tilt it to its side where it rolls away, the flame still lit, the fire growing, catching in a crevice of the hard wood floors.
Lighting ablaze.
“Jase!” I scream, pausing my body, but he doesn’t stop, he crashes his lips to mine, hushing me as the fire roars behind us. Pressing my palms against him, I try to push him away so he can see, but he resists.
He ignores me to the point where I feel as though I’ve imagined it.
“Fire.” I breathe out the word in a ragged whisper as he fucks me while the pleasure mounts and stirs in my belly; it overrides the fear. Jase tells me at the shell of my ear, “I know.”
My heart races chaotically as I look into his eyes and he speaks with his lips close to mine, “Trust me.” The fire behind us echoes in his eyes.
It takes me a moment to realize he’s still. He’s stopped. And the fire is real.
With the flames reflecting in his dark gaze, I reach up and pull him toward me, urging him on before kissing him.
The flames grow brighter and I can’t stop watching them. Even as he ruts between my legs, bringing my pleasure higher and higher, my body getting hotter and the intensity of everything mixing with the fear and pain and utter rapture.
“It’s on fire,” I say and the fear creeps into my voice. “The room’s on fire.” Even so, Jase doesn’t stop. He’s savage as he fucks me into the ground, kissing his way down my neck. My nails dig into his skin as I hear and feel the fire grow. My heart pounds against his. “Trust me,” he whispers.
The flames rise higher and higher, igniting against everything around us, even though it doesn’t travel across the black blanket. “Kiss me,” Jase commands, gripping my chin and pulling me back to him.
“Jase,” I gasp his name, the fear and heat of the fire stealing me from him. His lips crash against mine and with a hand on my back and another on my ass, he moves me to the floor, pinning me there with his weight.
Thrusting himself inside of me, my back arches, my head falls back and I stare at the flickers of red and yellow flames as they engulf the room surrounding us.
And then, just in the moment when I’m breathless with fear, water rains down upon us. It comes down heavily. No sirens, no noises at all. Only water, leaving a chill from the cold droplets to bring goosebumps along my heated skin.
“There’s always something to calm the fire,” he groans in the crook of my neck and then drags his teeth along my throat as the deluge descends around us, extinguishing the flames. Every thrust is that much deeper as I lift my hips and dig my heels into his ass.
Even knowing it’s safe, knowing the fire’s gone, my heart still pounds with a primal instinct to run. I can’t though, pinned beneath Jase and wanting more of him.
The light goes out around us, the flames diminished to nothing. The warmth of the room vanishes as the water washes us of the fear from being consumed by the fire.
Lifting his head up to look down at me, I stare into Jase’s eyes as he presses himself deeper inside of me and then pulls out slowly, just to do it all again. Every agonizingly slow movement draws out my pleasure, raising the threshold and I whimper each time.
That’s how I fall. Staring into his eyes longingly, praying for mercy to end it just as I whimper and beg him for more. Clinging to him as he hovers over me and loving this man. Loving him for all he is and knowing what I do. Knowing I never want to stop.





JASE
“I love the smell afterward,” I comment, listening to the crackling of the flames in the fireplace. I lit it for the heat and the light both as Bethany lays against me, still on the floor.
Although I used the thick blanket to dry her off, her hair’s still damp and the light from the fire casts shadows against her features, making me want to kiss along every vulnerable curve she has.
“The char?” she asks weakly, sleep pulling her in. The adrenaline should be waning now. Sleep will come for her soon and I hope it comes for me too.
“The water. It has a smell to it, when it puts out the fire.”
“It does,” she agrees and then lifts her head, placing a small hand on my chest as I stay on my back. “Will you tell me something?”
“What?”
“Anything,” she requests in a single breath and lies against my chest. Spearing my fingers through her hair, I think of the worst of times in this room. I think of the fire, the way it feels like everything will end, the intensity and the simplicity of it all being washed away.
“Do you know how many men I’ve killed?” I ask her as the question rocks in my mind. “Because I don’t.”
Although I keep running my fingers along her back and then up to her neck, noting the way the fire warms her skin with a gorgeous glow, her own hand has stilled, and her breathing has stopped.
“Are you scared?” I ask her and she shakes her head, letting her hair tickle up my side. “I just don’t want to do anything to stop you from saying more. I want to know.”
“I used to keep count and memorize their names,” I admit to her and remember when I first built this room. Its purpose was different then and the memory causes my throat to tighten.
“I’d sit here, and let the fire go. I’d let it burn whatever I’d brought, I’d let it spread and surround me. All the while, spouting off each person’s name. Every person I murdered with intent or for survival. Every one of them. And there were many.
“At first, I’d give both first and last names. Then it became only first names because I’d run out of time otherwise. I thought if I could say them all before the fire went out, it’d be some kind of redemption. In the beginning I could do it. I could say them all before the water would come down. It never made me feel any better, but I did it anyway.
“Then I started forgetting,” I confess. “Too many to remember, and the names all ran together. Some names I didn’t want to say out loud. Names of men who I’ll see in hell and smile knowing I put them there.”
“Don’t talk like that,” Bethany admonishes me. She whispers, “I don’t like you talking like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you’re going to die and go to hell. Don’t say that.” The seriousness of her tone makes me smirk at her with disbelief.
“Of everything I’ve done and said, that’s why you’re scolding me?”
“I’m serious. I don’t like it.” She settles herself back down and nestles into me, seeming more awake now than before and with tears in her eyes.
“Why are you crying?”
“I’m not,” she tells me. “And you’re not a bad man. You just do bad things and there’s a difference. God knows there’s a difference, and I do too.”
“Don’t cry for me.” I offer her a weak smile and brush under her eyes. Her soft skin begs me to keep touching her, to keep soothing her and never stop.
“I’m not,” she repeats although she wipes her eyes and tries to hide it. “Don’t talk about you dying... and we have a deal.”
She doesn’t look me in the eyes until I tilt her chin up, lifting my shoulders off the ground to kiss her gently and whisper, “deal,” against her lips. I can feel her heart beat against mine. This is the moment I want to keep forever. If ever given a choice, I’ll choose this one.
“Tell me something else.” She states it like it’s a command, but I can hear the plea in her voice.
“Something nicer to hear?” I let a chuckle leave me with the question in an attempt to ease her.
“No, doesn’t have to be nice. Just something more about you.” The fire sparks beside us as I look down at her. Her bare chest presses against mine and I drink her in. The goodness of her, the softness of her expression.
“Hal, the man I killed… he hurt Angie. You heard me mention her before.”
The mention of another woman’s name makes her pause and I remind her, “She wasn’t mine and I didn’t want her like that, but I’ve always felt responsible for what happened.”
“What happened to her?” She doesn’t blink as she whispers her question staring into the fire.
“She came and went when we first… opened the club… she was one of our regulars on the weekends. Buying whatever she wanted to party with her friends.”
“Drugs?” Bethany asks and I nod, waiting for judgment but none comes.
“One day she came to the bar on a weekday. I thought it was odd. She was dressed all in black and her makeup was smudged around her eyes. She wanted something hard. That’s what she asked for, ‘something hard.’” The memory plays itself in the fire and brings with it a hollowness in my chest.
“I told her to get a drink, but she demanded something else. So I told her no. I sent her away.”
“Why?”
“I thought she would have regretted it. She’d just come from her father’s funeral. There was nothing I had that would take that pain away and I knew she’d chase it with something stronger when it didn’t work. She went to someone else. And I regret sending her away. I wish I could take it back. I wish I could take a lot of it back. By the time I saw her again, she’d changed and done things she didn’t want to live with anymore. She was so far gone… and I’m the one who watched her walk away and sent her to someone else. Someone who didn’t care and didn’t mind if she became a shell of a person who regretted everything.”
“You tried to help her. You can’t be sorry about that.” Bethany’s adamant although sorrow lingers in her cadence.
“I can still be sorry about it, cailín tine,” I whisper the truth as I brush her hair back. “And I am. I’m sorry about a lot of things. Mistakes in this world are costly. I’ve made more than my share of them.”
“That doesn’t make you a bad man,” she whispers against my skin, rubbing soothing strokes down my arm, desperate to console me.
“You remind me a little of her in a way,” I admit to her. “She was a good person. Angie was good, what I knew of her. She was good but sometimes dabbled in the bad and was able to walk away. I needed her to be able to walk away. To go back to everything and be just fine. To still be good. It made me feel like it was fine. I thought what we were doing was fine; that it was a necessary evil. It’s simply something that’s inevitable and something we’d rather control than give to someone else. But it’s not fine and it never will be.”
Bethany asks, “You think I’m a good person, dabbling in the bad?” Her voice chokes and she refuses to look at me even when I cup her chin.
“It’s the same with you. I’m not comparing you to her. She’s nothing compared to you but the good. You have so much good in you. Even if you cuss up a storm when you’re mad and try to shoot strangers.”
The small joke at least makes her laugh a small feminine sound between her sniffling.
“I’m not willing to let you go though – I’m afraid you’ll never come back to me. Or worse, that you won’t be able to go back to the good.”
“You are not bad,” she says and her words come out hard which is at odds with the tears in her eyes.
“I’m not good, Bethany. We both know it.”
“And I’m not all good either. In fact, there are a lot of people out there who would tell you I’m a bitter bitch and they hate me,” she attempts to joke, but it comes out with too much emotion. “You don’t have to know if I’ll still be good if I walk away, Jase. I don’t want to walk away. And we can be each other’s goods and bads. People are supposed to be a mix of both, I think. You need that in the world, don’t you? You are needed,” she emphasizes, not waiting for my answer. “And I need you,” she whispers with desperation.
“I’m right here,” I comfort her and she lets me hold her, clinging to me as if I’m going to leave her.
It’s quiet as she calms herself down and I think she’s gone to sleep after a while, but then she asks, “Is this… is this cards or bricks for you?”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m insecure and I need to know. It’s one of the bad parts of me. I’m insecure.”
“You need to know… cards or bricks?” I ask, still not understanding.
“There are two kinds of relationships. The first is like a house built of cards; it’s fun, but you know it’s going to fall down eventually. Or you can have a house made of bricks. Bricks don’t fall. Sometimes they’re a little rough and it takes time to get them right, but they don’t fall down. They’re not supposed to anyway--”
“Bricks.” I stop her rambling with the single word. “I’m not interested in cards. I don’t have time for games.”
“Then why lie to me?” She whispers the question with a pained expression. With her hand on my chest, she looks into my eyes. “I don’t want to fight; I just want to understand.”
“I kept you a few steps behind me. That’s how I saw it. Not because I didn’t trust you – I didn’t trust that the information I had wouldn’t hurt you. I didn’t want to give you false hope.”
She’s quiet, and I don’t know if she believes me. “Please. Trust me.”
“I do. I trust you.” At the same time she answers me, my phone pings from where I left it in the pile of clothes.
Bethany doesn’t object to me leaving her to answer it. Although she watches intently, waiting for me to come back to her.
Reading the message Carter sent, I try to keep my expression neutral and tell her, “I have to go.”
“You do that a lot,” she comments before I bend down to give her a goodbye kiss.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m right here. I’ll always be here.” A warmth settles through me with her whispered words.
“Is it going to be okay?” she asks, not hiding her worry.
“As okay as it ever is,” I answer her truthfully. “We may know where Jenny is,” I tell her and watch as she braces herself from the statement. “We’re going to find her tonight.”
“Jase, I love you,” she whispers. “Make sure you come back to me. I’m not done fighting with you yet.” A sad smile attempts to show, masking her worry, although it only makes her look that much more beautiful.
“I look forward to coming back here so you can yell at me some more,” I say to play along with her, leaving a gentle kiss against her lips. When I pull back her eyes are still closed, her fist gripping my shirt like she doesn’t want to let go.
“I’ll come back.” I swallow thickly and promise her, “I’ll come back.”





JASE
There’s a bridge that looks over the ferry. It leads to the docks where our shipments come in. With my brothers behind me and Seth next to me, we stare at the worn door that lies beneath the bridge.
It’s made of steel and looks like it’s been here as long as the bridge has; the shrubbery simply obscured it.
“We still don’t know what’s inside,” Sebastian comments.
“Jenny,” I answer. “I know she’s in there.” I can feel it in my bones that we’re closer to where we’re supposed to be. Even in the pitch-black night, with the cold settling into every crevice, we’re close. I know we are.
“Let’s hope so.” Carter’s deep voice is spoken lowly as he steps next to me, facing the bridge and considering the possibilities.
“Ten men?” I ask Carter, looking over my shoulder at the rows of black SUVs parked in a line. “Do they know?”
“They know we need them here and that’s all. They’re waiting for orders.”
“Ten of them?” Seth repeats my question.
“Do you think that’s overkill?” Carter questions in return. It’s just the four of us, me and Seth and him and Sebastian, along with our ten men. Daniel and Declan are home with guards of their own. Just in case anyone sees us leaving as an opening to hit us where it hurts. In this life, there is never a moment for weakness and having someone you love at home is exactly that, a weakness waiting to be exploited.
“I don’t know if it’ll be enough,” Sebastian answers. His hand hasn’t left his gun since we got out of the car. He’s ready for war and prepared for the worst. He knows what it’s like to be given an order by Marcus better than any of us. By the way he’s acting it looks like he expects each of our names to be on a hit list given to Marcus’s army.
“It wasn’t supposed to turn into this. It should have been low key.” Seth looks concerned as he searches the edge of the bridge for signs of anyone watching or waiting. “He has eyes everywhere.”
“If Marcus wants to kill us, I imagine he could do it with no men,” I tell the group who have gathered around us.
“We’re walking underground with no concept of what’s there.”
“Explosives would do it,” I say, completing the thought that lingers in the back of my mind.
“You think he knows?” Carter asks.
“I think we should assume he does,” Seth answers.
“If he didn’t before we got here, he does now.” The realization hits me hard. “All of us can’t go in there. This was a mistake.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Carter snaps.
“There are too many questions unanswered. If we all go in, he could see it as either us declaring war or an opportunity… We can’t give him the opportunity. He can know war is coming though.”
“We go in together,” Carter insists as I grip my gun tighter, feeling my palm get hot with the need to do something.
“Think about Aria.” I try to persuade him to go back home.
“I am. I’m thinking about my family and about bringing them home. Open up the fucking door.”
“Don’t leave her a widow,” I warn him. “Not for me.”
“She knows what I’m doing. She knows the risk.” I can only nod, thinking that Bethany knows the same. Carter adds, “She told me not to come home without Bethany’s sister. She knows and she wants Jenny home too. Open it.” With the command and the four of us moving forward, the men gather behind us, all of us walking to the small door.
With a gun trained on the lock, Sebastian fires and a flash of light and red sparks from the gun being shot leads to the groan of the heavy door being opened. Sebastian steps aside and only nods as we move forward. His eyes are focused straight ahead as he orders the men around us, keeping a lookout and moving forward to clear the way.
“I’ll go in first,” I tell him, stepping in front and preparing myself for what we’ll find.
The steel floors grate as I step forward, letting my eyes adjust and not daring to breathe. The musk of the water’s edge is heavier when the door opens. A steel rail keeps me from stepping forward and it’s then I notice the door leads to a spiral staircase down. It reminds me of the shed at The Red Room. The place men go to die but unlike them, we’re walking down there willingly. A cold prick flows down my skin like needles.
“We don’t have a choice.” Carter pushes the words through clenched teeth before I can urge him to turn around.
“This is my fight,” I tell him one last time.
“We fight together.” The weight against me feels more significant than it ever has before. “Bastian,” I call before taking another step forward. “Don’t let a single man here die.”
He tells me simply and then motioning with his chin for me to continue, “I wasn’t planning on it. In and out. No casualties.”
With a nod and a look back at Carter and Seth, I take the stairs one at a time, noting how many there are and how far down it goes. Maybe two stories, if that. It’s got to be twenty feet down and the steady drip from leaking pipes is all that makes a noise down here.
Four men stay at the top and just outside the door as lookouts. The rest join us, making it ten men in a tight space, eight of them waiting on the stairs for the door at the bottom to be opened.
Bang!
It takes a second shot to shatter the lock and I toss it to the floor before slowly pushing open the door. Seth’s behind me, his gun raised and ready. Steadying my breathing, focusing on my racing pulse, I take in every inch that I can see.
There’s no sign of anyone. No sign of anything at all down here. Anxiousness makes me doubt myself. Maybe she’s not here at all. With that thought, unexpectedly the lights turn on, one after the next, quickly illuminating the place.
The sound of guns cocking and raising fills the tight space, but no one fires. The lights are newer than everything else. They’re placed into sconces bracketed against the walls which are a mix of thin plaster and tightly packed dirt.
“Electric,” Seth notes. “Someone was hired to install these,” he says and I can already see the wheels spinning.
“Look for a paper trail when we get back,” I tell him, leading the way further into the unknown territory. “If Marcus hired someone, they may have seen him or someone who has.”
“Already noted.”
I have to stop before I get more than five feet in; there are so many rooms, so many branching paths. “It’s almost like a mine the way it’s built with a maze of halls.”
“Where do we start?” Seth asks. His expression appears overwhelmed as he moves his gaze from one hall to the next. All open doors, and all could lead to armed men or worse.
My brother comes up behind us, considering everything carefully. All the while I hear the tick of a clock in my head.
“It could take hours.” The second the words slip out of my mouth, I hear a skittering in the dirt.
A scraggly boy, thin but tall with lean muscle watches from the shadows to the left. The second I spot him, he takes off. My gun lifts first, instinctively ready, but he’s unarmed and I can hear his footsteps getting farther away.
“Left,” I yell out and chase after him. He’s the build of the kid who left the note on Carter’s windshield. “He works for Marcus.” My lungs scream as I chase after the kid, rounding a hall and barely spotting him through another. Seth’s right at my heels and the men behind him spread out, watching each door. Careful and meticulous, not reckless like the man in front has to be.
The need to find this kid, to stop him rages hard inside as I race through the underground, chasing after the sound of him running. He may know where she is. He’ll know what this place is at least.
I can hear them all behind me as Seth and I take the hall carefully, checking doors as we go.
My lungs squeeze and I struggle to breathe in the damp air as I lose the sound of him first. Then I lose sight of him with the sconces slowly flickering off and on.
It’s my worst nightmare. Trapped in a small space with everything riding on this moment and yet I have no answers and it’s all slipping away.
I don’t stop running, searching every corner with Seth and listening intently, only to run into a sign. A sign that stops both of us in our tracks. The sign the kid led us to.
Four lines are written on a board blocking the hall. The boy is nowhere to be seen although the click of a door sounds in the far-off distance.

Leave the boy.
All those who made a deal with Walsh can enter.
Everyone else leave now.
Or the girl dies.

“WHAT HAPPENED?” Carter questions in a hushed demand as he comes up behind me. My heart’s racing, my palms are sweaty. He knew. Marcus knew and let us come.
“You have to go,” I answer him as I take in a deep inhale, feeling my pulse pump harder. I can’t lift my eyes from the sign. “Or the girl dies.”
She can’t die. Bethany needs her.
“He knew we were coming,” I speak loud enough for all of them to hear as they make their way into the space. “Get them out,” I tell Sebastian. “Get everyone out!” I have to raise my voice so Sebastian can hear.
“He wants us to know he knows and to admit it,” Seth speaks out loud, referring to the deal with Walsh.
“Admit it in front of our men,” Carter adds, looking behind him at the men lined up and ready to fight beside us. Ready to die for us.
“I couldn’t give two shits who knows.” My hiss of a mutter grabs his attention and I look him in the eyes and tell my brother, “I promised Bethany I’d bring her sister back.” The thumping in my chest rages. “Even if I have to go in alone.”
“I’m here, Jase,” Seth speaks up, reminding me I’m not alone.
Carter speaks before I can answer, “Then do it.” He doesn’t let go of me, he grips my arm and forces me to stand there a second longer. “Don’t get yourself killed.” He says it like it’s a demand, but it’s drenched with emotion.
“And to think, I was expecting you to tell me you love me,” I joke back in a deadpan voice even though dread consumes me. It’s just to ease the tension and hurt that riddle every muscle inside of me at the thought of Jenny being dead already and Marcus being one step ahead as usual. Merely toying with us.
“That too,” Carter adds.
With a farewell grip on his shoulder, I look him in the eyes and tell him, “I’ll try not to be stupid.”
“Go,” he tells me and shares a glance with Sebastian. With a nod of his head, Sebastian starts to lead the men back.
“I’ll see you when it’s through,” I answer Carter as he walks off without looking back.
“You should go too,” I tell Seth as the place empties. “Go with them.”
“What are you talking about?” His voice is low with disbelief.
“You stay back. In case it’s a setup.” I can feel chills flowing down my skin at the thought of Marcus being more prepared than we are. He’s the one who made the rules to this game. He knows it better than anyone. He sets himself up to win.
“I’m the one who needs to go in. I’m the one who brought us all here.” A cold sweat breaks out across my shoulders and down my back before taking over my entire body as I stare down the barren hall. It feels like my death sentence. I’m a fool to think otherwise, but I have to go in. I can’t leave her here. I can’t and I won’t.
“It says ‘all,’” Seth says as he looks me in the eyes, defying me and referring to the sign that blocks the path. “I’m not letting you go in there alone.” Disregarding my orders he takes a step forward, pushing the sign to the side, into the dimly lit hall and I yank him back, fisting the thin white cotton of his shirt.
Time passes with both of us waiting for the other, knowing what we’re walking into and looking it in the eyes anyway.
“Are you sure?” I ask him.
“We’re in this together. I have to admit, I didn’t really care for Marcus before, but now I hate the fucker.” He offers me a hint of a smirk and a huff of humor leaves me. Patting his back, I grip my gun with both hands. He readies his and I nod.
“We get her and we get out.”
“Got it,” he says then nods and we go in together.
The thumping in my chest gets harder listening to Seth’s pace picking up to match mine as we move down the dark hall, the smell of soil and rust filling my lungs as we move.
“You have a strong family,” Seth comments with something that sounds like longing.
“We’re close,” I answer him and he glances at me, but doesn’t say another word.
“Let’s not die today. I’d like to go back to them.”





BETHANY
I can’t get this feeling out of the pit of my stomach.
Sitting and waiting. Sitting and waiting. I don’t like sitting and fucking waiting around.
Everyone you love will die before you. My mother’s voice has kept me company for more hours than I can count. Warning me. I let myself fall and it feels like I’ve been delivered a death sentence. Why did I let myself fall? Why did he have to keep me from running?
The thump of the book falling from my hand down to the floor scares the shit out of me. My nerves are messier than ever; they’re worse than a necklace tangled at the bottom of a luggage case on a bumpy road trip.
I force myself to read The Coverless Book. I read every page in it. I read about Emmy feeling better and the two of them getting married in secret. I read about them falling in love and sharing their first time together.
Then a new sentence started as he watched her lie down, but I don’t know how it ends. I stared at the last page for the longest time, not understanding. It’s half a sentence, mid-thought from Jacob about how he’d do anything for her. Someone cut the pages out. Lots of them. It looks like there’s at least twenty missing that I can spot. So much for reading to distract me.
I know there’s more to the story. It can’t be cut short like that. The moment the thought hits me, I’m drenched in the nightmare of my sister crying on the floor. Telling me she just wanted them to have a happy ending.
“Jenny,” I breathe her name, staring at the clock and wanting Jase to come back with her.
I can’t sit here and do nothing.
With nothing to distract me, my mind goes to the worst of places. Pacing and staring into the fire as the smell of leather envelops me.
Dropping my hands to my knees, I feel the flames as my hair hits my face. It’s the waiting that kills me. I can’t sleep without seeing my mother remind me that everyone I love will die before me. I can’t think without wondering if Jase has found Jenny and all the things she may have had to endure. I don’t know who she’ll be when he finds her. If he finds her.
This isn’t a way to live, waiting and in fear.
Are you there? I text Laura and wait. I’m exhausted from barely sleeping, but there’s no way I can sleep now.
I’m scared, I message her again, needing to tell someone. She doesn’t text me back though. She could be working; she could be sleeping. I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.
“Fuck this,” I say then toss the book down on the table and make my way out of the room. The hall seems longer than it has before as I head for the grand staircase and the hidden door beneath it.
My pulse pounds in my temples as I place my hand on the scanner to open it. It takes a long moment. “Please open,” I whisper as the jitters flow through me.
It does, the large door slides aside seamlessly, presenting me with a dark kitchen until I turn the lights on.
It’s empty and quiet. The whole world is sleeping while mine crumbles around me. A sudden chill overwhelms me and a split second later the click of the heater makes me jump.
“Carter,” I call out as I walk deeper into the kitchen. My feet pad on the floor and that’s the only sound other than my racing heart. Something’s wrong. I can feel it in my bones.
Wrapping my arms around myself I make my way to the other hall that the kitchen leads to. It’s quiet and dark.
“Anyone,” I call out and my voice strays from me, receiving no answer. “I don’t want to be alone right now.” It’s a hard feeling to accept, when you open yourself up to love and then feel fate toying with taking them from you. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
“Bethany?” a voice calls out just as I turn on my heel to walk away.
“Daniel?” I question, fairly sure it’s him and not Jase’s other brother. Someone’s here at least. “Were you sleeping? I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t wake you up.” The sentences tumble from my mouth as he makes his way into the kitchen, also in bare feet and gray pajama bottoms with a white t-shirt tight over his chest. He has to pull it the rest of the way down as he stops at the counter.
“No, you’re fine, I was just lying down with Addison but not sleeping.” There are bags under his eyes, so I know he’s tired. “You okay?”
“Are you?” I ask him, feeling the anxiousness grip my throat.
His expression softens to a knowing look. “It’s hard. Moments like this can be difficult,” he admits and just to hear someone else say what I feel is a slight relief.
“I don’t know how to be okay right now.” Gripping the tips of my fingers to have something to hold, I watch as he pulls out a wine glass and then heads to the cellar.
“Do you like white or red?” he asks and I swallow a small laugh at the implication that the answer is to drink. “Red.”
It’s quiet as he opens the bottle, the dim light from outside glinting off the torn metal wrapper.
“I don’t know what I can do to help.” I emphasize the last word as he gently pushes the glass toward me and then pours one for himself.
He doesn’t answer me; instead he takes a drink and so I do the same, sipping on the decadent wine and feeling guilty that I can.
“I just have a bad feeling,” I finally confess. “It won’t leave me alone and I’m afraid.”
Daniel’s still quiet, but he nods in understanding. I start to wonder if he’ll speak at all until he says, “Let him do what he knows how to do, what he’s good at.”
“That doesn’t--”
“Yes it does. You want to be involved,” he says then looks me in the eyes and that’s when I see the remorse in his. “You want to be there in case something happens.” His voice drops as he tells me, “I know that feeling.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I get to be here with Addison. Don’t be sorry for me. There’s nothing in this situation to be guilty or sorry or resentful over.” He leans forward on the bar before looking over his shoulder down the empty hall. “We do what we’re needed to do,” he says with resolve.
“I don’t know what I’m needed to do,” I admit to him, feeling the weight lift, knowing that’s the core of my problem in so many ways.
“When he brings your sister back, you take care of her. You’re good at that, aren’t you?”
The thought of Jenny being here soon forces me to brace myself on the counter.
“I heard that’s what you do,” Daniel prods, waiting for me to look back at him and I nod.
“Take care of her when she comes back, because that’s something no one else can do. Let Jase do what he does and you do what you do.”
“Even if I’m scared?” I question him in a whisper.
“Can I tell you a secret?” he asks and again I nod.
“We all are. Anyone who tells you they’re not is lying. We live in a world where there’s plenty to be afraid of. It’s okay to be scared sometimes, but have hope. Have faith. Jase knows what he’s doing.”





JASE
With single bulbs swinging slightly and creaking as they do from the high ceilings, the hall is dim. The rocking of the water can be felt in the aged corridors.
“How old is this place?” Seth murmurs his question as he gently kicks the first steel door open. Without a light in the small ten-by-ten room, it’s hard to look in every corner. The rustling of Seth’s shirt as he pulls out a small flashlight and clicks it on gets my attention. The heat of worry, of restlessness, is dulled by my conditioned response to chaos, stay calm. Always calm and alert. Or else death is sure to come for you.
He brings the light to his gun, both hands holding the pair steady and revealing an empty room inside. There’s only a mattress on the floor and nothing else.
The same with the next room and the next.
Rows of doors, mostly open, line each side of the hall and we go through each one. Every door we open that reveals nothing but rumpled blankets and makeshift beds leaves me with the dreadful thought that we’re too late… that when we push the next door open wider, it’ll reveal a girl on the floor, no longer breathing.
“We can’t be too late.” The fear disguises itself as a hushed request.
“She’s here,” Seth reassures me beneath his breath as he turns the knob of the next door, and lets it creak open, revealing another barren room. “Why else would he do this?”
My gaze moves instinctively to him. “Why does Marcus do anything?”
“If you want to beat him, you have to think like him. Why this place? Why the boy? Why the sign?” He pauses to make sure I’ve heard.
“Why her in the first place?” I add to the pile of questions.
I count the remaining rooms, four of them, two on each side. Three open, one closed.
My mind travels to deceit. Wondering if he already took her away. Wondering if Marcus locked the two of us in here in her place. “If his intention was so easily known, he wouldn’t be who he is.”
With the slow creak of the next steel door, rusted on the bottom edge, I hear Marcus’s rough laugh in my memory and an icy sensation flows over my skin. Unforgiving, cruel.
We betrayed him first. I can already hear his excuse. We came onto his territory; we stole from him. The only question is: what are the consequences?
“Empty too,” Seth whispers. The next room and the next prove the same.
Prepared to be left with nothing but more questions and curses hissed beneath our breath, I place my hand on the final closed door and turn the knob, but it doesn’t move.
Seth and I share a glance in the silence as I try again and then quietly shake my head. Locked.
Hope thrums in my chest as my pulse races and I take one step back and then another.
“On the count of three?” Seth asks, backing up with me. Nodding, I tell him, “Kick it in.”
One.
Two.
Three.
My muscles scream as I slam my boot against the door as hard as I can along with Seth, the two of us putting everything we have against the steel lock with the last hope of seeing Jennifer behind it.
The door slams open to reveal darkness and then a shriek. My eyes can’t adjust fast enough, although I think I see her small form just before I hear the bang!
The heat of a gun going off, the metal against my skin, singeing my shirt and filling the air with the smell of metallic powder is disorienting but familiar. Adrenaline surges in my veins and I’m quick to push forward, not knowing if the bullet hit me, grazed me, or if I was spared from the shot. Anger, fear, and the need to survive all war inside of me to come out on top as I shove myself forward, closer to the gun and whoever’s holding it.
Bang! It goes off again, the shot hitting the ceiling with a pop of steel breaking that joins the crackling of the plaster that falls from above my head.
My body hurtles forward, landing on top of the small woman who’s desperate to cling to the gun. She fires it again as I grip the barrel, forcing it away from me just in time to send the shot wide and feeling the burning hot metal as I rip it from her hands and toss it away. It thuds on the floor as she turns under me, desperate to get it back.
“Jennifer!” I scream out her name and hear Seth cuss behind me.
She screams and kicks wildly, fighting like her life depends on it.
“Stop!” The command is torn from me with equal parts demand and desperation. Seth moves to the side, kicking the gun farther out of reach. “Stop fighting,” I grit out as her heel hits my ribs and she scrambles on the dirt floor.
The impact to my ribs leaves me seething, the pain rocketing through me as I clench my teeth and hold on to her.
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Calm down,” Seth demands lowly, and it comes with the faint sound of a gun being cocked. That gives her pause. “I don’t want to hurt you either,” he says calmly.
Jenny stops moving, stops fighting and her gaze moves to Seth in the darkness. I can barely see him, but I can see the glint of the gun.
Time moves slowly as I back away from her to stand and while I do, Seth lifts his gun the second she looks at him. He uncocks it. “I didn’t want to do that,” he admits to her, swallowing thickly. “Just calm down. We’re here to help you.”
It’s only then that I can take a good look at her.
What’s most alarming is how disoriented Jennifer is. She’s not skin and bones like I thought she’d be. Even through the grime that covers her skin, she has weight to her that lets me know she’s been eating. Her eyes though are dark with lack of sleep and fear drives every half step she takes as she backs away, trying to get away from us, but knowing the wall is behind her.
With her gaze darting from me, to the gun, to Seth, she crouches down and stares up at us, ready to scream and fight.
“We’re here to help you.” I keep my voice low as I speak. The ringing in my ears from the gun she just fired has dulled. All I can hear now is her ragged breathing.
Seth tells her calmly, lowering himself down with both hands in the air, “We’re here to save you.”
I do the same, raising my hands and letting her know, “We’re not here to hurt you.”
With wild eyes full of disbelief, she shakes her head, letting us know she doesn’t believe us.
“I’m not leaving without you,” I tell her and the thin girl shoves her weight against me and her ragged nails scratch down my neck. Seething in the slight pain and more pissed than anything, I snatch her wrists and hold her close. “Calm down.”
“You’re not taking me,” she screams out. Even held close, she doesn’t stop fighting. It’s useless though. She has to know it, but she doesn’t stop. Kicking out and wriggling to get away, she never lets up. Pressing her against the wall, I’m careful not to hurt her, just to keep her as still as I can until she can calm down.
“We’re taking you to your sister.” Seth has the common sense to bring up Bethany.
“Bethany asked us to save you,” I tell her and add, “I told her I’d bring you back.”
For the second time she stills, but I don’t trust it. “To save me? Bethany?”
The mere mention of Bethany paralyzes her. With a gasp and then harsh intakes, Jennifer trembles and her body wracks with sobs. She tries to fight it, writhing in my embrace in an effort to cover her cries, but she breaks down instead. No longer fighting us, instead she wars with herself.
“It’s okay,” I say and rock her, but my eyes move to the gun on the floor and Seth’s quick to take it.
“Where is she?”
Keeping my voice soft and soothing, I answer her. “We’ll take you to her.”
“Right now, okay?” Seth adds sympathetically, the way someone speaks to a lost child. I pull back slightly, giving Jennifer more space and taking my time to release her, still ready to pin her down again if I need to so she doesn’t attack either of us or hurt herself in the process.
“We’re going now; we’ll take you right to her.” The second I release her fully, her arms wrap around herself. Her sweater, once a light cream color judging by its appearance, is dirtied with brown.
“The note said it was time,” she murmurs and looks away from us, rocking back and forth.
“Time for what?” Seth questions and I watch her. Her wide eyes are corrupted with fear and regret.
“It just said it was time and there was the gun. I thought…” she trails off as the tears come back and the poor girl’s body wracks with a dry heave. She braces herself with both palms on the ground.
“It’s okay,” I comfort her, rubbing her back and wondering how Bethany is going to react. How she’ll be after seeing her after so long.
“What happened?” I have to ask. It’s the first time I’m able to look around and the room is the same as the rest. My stomach drops low when she tells me she doesn’t remember everything, but she’s been in this room for as long as she can remember since she’s left.
“This is where he kept you? Marcus put you in here?”
“I asked him to,” she admits and her voice cracks. “I just don’t remember why or what happened.”
“We’ll have a doctor come,” I tell her, petting her hair and noting that it’s clean. It’s been washed recently.
“Did he touch you?” I ask her, needing to know what Marcus did. It’s the only thought that comes to mind as I stare at the mattress on the floor.
With her disheveled blonde hair a matted mess down her back, she stares down at herself as if seeing her appearance for the first time. She shakes her head and answers in a tight voice, “He didn’t.” She’s quick to add with a hint of desperation, “I want to see a doctor.” “I need to know that I’m better.”
“Better?”
Her dull eyes lift to meet mine and a chill threatens to linger on my skin, the room getting colder every second we stay here. “He said he’d help me get better if I helped him.”
“What did you have to do?” Seth asks, but I cut her off before she can reply.
“We need to get out of here. Come with us,” I urge her, feeling a need to get out as quickly as we can. The longer we stay here, the more we talk in Marcus’s territory, the more tangled this problem will get.
I usher her to the door, reaching out for her, but she’s quick to jump back, smacking her body against the cinder block wall although she doesn’t seem to notice. She yells in the way a child does when they’re scared and they need an excuse to keep them from having to walk down a dark hallway. “Wait.”
Tears leak from the corners of her eyes and their path leaves a clean line down her mucky skin. “Is Bethany okay?” Her voice cracks and her expression crumbles as she holds herself tighter, but her eyes plead with me, wanting to know that everything’s all right. “Tell me Bethany’s okay… please?”





BETHANY
To know something is one thing. It’s a piece of a thought, a fact, a quote. It stays in your head and that’s all it will ever be. A nonphysical moment in your mind.
But to see it – or to see someone – to feel them, smell them, hear them call out your name… There is no replacement for what it does to you. How it changes you. It’s not a piece of knowledge. That’s life. Making new memories and sharing them with others. There is no way to feel more alive than to do just that.
Than to hold your crying sister, collapsed in your arms as tightly as you can hold her as she cries your name over and over again.
As I breathe in her hair, the faint smell of dirt clings to her, but so do childhood memories and a desperate need to hold on to her. To never let her go again. In any sense of the word.
“I’m so sorry,” she murmurs, her breath warm in the crook of my neck as I hug her tighter to me, shaking my head. As if there’s no room for apologies.
I don’t want to tell her I’d given up. I don’t want to tell her what’s happened. I want to go back. Back to the very beginning and fight for her and never stop. If only time and memories worked like that.
“Are you okay?” I barely speak the question before a rustling behind her, toward the doorway to the guest bedroom catches my attention.
Jase is hovering, watching us and I wish he’d come in closer to hear. Jenny needs all the help she can get.
Jase clears his throat and speaks before Jenny can. “The doctor is on his way. She’s having some minor--”
“I can’t remember,” my sister cuts Jase off. My gaze moves from his to hers although she won’t look me in the eyes.
“I know I left, I know where I was, but the days… I don’t remember, Bethy.” Her shoulders hunch as her breathing becomes chaotic. The damage has been done. Whatever that damage may be.
“Hey, hey.” Keeping my voice as soft and even as I can, I grip her hand and wait for her eyes to meet mine. “It’s okay.” The words are whispered, but they’re true.
“You’re here now. You’re safe.” Jase’s voice is stronger, more confident and I thank the Lord for that.
“You remember me, and that’s all that matters,” I say without thinking. Instantly, I regret it.
“Mom didn’t remember us.” Jenny’s words are lifeless on her tongue.
Digging my teeth into my lower lip, I watch Jase stalk to the corner of the room and take a seat on the edge of the guest bed. The room is still devoid of anything but simple furniture and curtains. It’s exactly the same as it was when I was first here, only weeks ago.
It’s only been short of a month, and yet so much has changed in the strongest of ways.
“You’ll remember the days, or you won’t. But it’s because of what happened to you. Not because of you,” I speak carefully, keeping in mind that Jenny’s scared, and that I need to be strong for her.
Even though I feel like crumbling beside her.
Her eyes turn glossy as she sobs, “I’m so sorry I left. I’m sorry I ever left.”
“I’m here,” is all I can say. Over and over, I pet her hair to calm her and shush her all the while.
Jase is quiet, but there. If I need him, he’s there. Gratitude is something I’ve never felt to this degree before. My life will be dedicated to making him feel the same.
A shower calms my sister. Maybe it’s the comfort of the heat, or maybe it’s washing away what she does remember. With both of us in the bathroom, her drying off and getting dressed and me staring at the door so as not to watch, I ask her, “What did Marcus do to you?”
The fear creeps up and then consumes me. Imagination is an awful thing and I wish I could stop it.
“I don’t remember everything,” she confesses. “I know I feel…” she trails off to swallow thickly and I prepare for the worst. Picking under my nails and steeling my composure, I ready myself with what to say back, putting all the right words in order to make her feel like she’s all right now, as if there were ever such a combination.
“I feel healthier. More with it. I haven’t had a… a need to.”
“To what?”
“To take a hit.” Her answer comes out tight and I turn to see her staring at me as strength and sorrowful memories are worn on her expression. “I feel better.”
She breaks our gaze, maybe from the shame of what used to be, I don’t know. I return to looking ahead as she dresses in a pair of my pajama pants and a t-shirt.
Better.
My bottom lip wobbles and I can’t help it. I can’t help how tense I feel. Better.
Of all the things, that’s a word I would never have known would come from her.
“I don’t know at what cost. The idea of him scares me, even if I don’t remember. I know I changed my mind. I changed the deal.”
“Even if you don’t remember what someone said or what they did to you, you always remember how they made you feel.”
The towel drops to the floor as she blurts out, “Marcus scares me, Bethany. He scares the hell out of me.”
“Do you remember anything that he did?” I ask her again, this time beneath my breath. All she gives me is a shake of her head.
“I don’t know. I don’t think he’s going to let me walk away though.”
The conviction in my voice is enough to break the fixation of her fear. “Then he’ll have to fight me to get to you.”
With her glancing at the knob, I open the door and cool air greets us. It feels colder without her answering me. She heads out first and after looking at Jase, still in the chair, his phone in his hand she apologizes to him.
“What did you do?” I ask her as Jase tells her it’s all right.
“I shot him,” she tells me, and I can’t help the huff of a laugh that leaves me, although it’s short and doesn’t carry much humor.
“What’s so funny?” She stares at me as if I’m crazy.
“She shot me when she first saw me too,” Jase answers for me.
Jenny doesn’t answer; she doesn’t respond although she nods in recognition. The bed creaks in protest as she sits on the end of it.
“Can we have a minute?” I ask Jase. “I just need to talk to her,” I reason with him, but it’s unneeded.
With a single nod, he moves to leave and I’m quick to close the distance between us and hug him from behind. He’s so much taller and it’s awkward at first, but he turns to face me and I rest my cheek against his chest, breathing in his scent and hugging him tighter. “Thank you,” I whisper and feel the warmth of my air mix with his body heat.
There’s something about the way he holds me back, his strong hand running soothing circles on my skin while his other arm braces and supports me. I could stand here forever, just holding him. But Jenny needs me.
I kiss his chest and he kisses my hair before we say goodbye.
I don’t know what Jenny’s seen or what she thinks as she’s staring out of the window.
The bed dips as I sit down cross-legged behind her, watching Jenny intently and telling her that I’m here for her.
“I miss Mom,” is all she says for the longest time. Other than her constant apologies. Sorry for letting me think she was missing and then that she was dead. She didn’t think it would happen like this.
After every apology, I tell her it’s all right, because truly it is. I only ever wanted her back. This doesn’t happen in real life. You don’t get to wish for your loved ones to come back and then they do.
“I’m just happy you’re here.” This time when I tell her, I reach my hand forward, palm upturned and she takes it.
“Me too,” she tries to say, but her words are choked.
I struggle to find something else to talk about. Something to distract her, to make her feel better. Life has slowed down since she’s left. Slowed down and sped up, a whirlwind of nothing but Jase Cross for me. And I’m not ready to share that story with her yet. It’s too closely tied to me mourning her.
“Did you read the book?” she asks in the quiet air. Nothing else can be heard but the owls from outside the windows and far off in the forest. They’re relentless as the sky turns dark and the end of winter makes its exit known.
“I did,” I answer her and before I can tell her what I thought, she speaks.
“I hated the ending. I’m sorry, I ripped it out.” I almost tell her I know. I almost say the words as she does. “I wanted them to have a happily ever after.”
My blood turns to ice as the memory of her sobbing on the floor while she ripped out the pages comes back to me. It was only a dream, I remind myself. Only a dream. It didn’t really happen. But yet, the question, the question asking her if she did that is right there, waiting to be spoken.
A different one creeps out in its place. There was a line I could never forget. “Why did you cross out ‘I hate you for giving me hope?’”
“It wasn’t me,” she answers me and the chill seeps deeper into my bones. “It was Mom. Mom left it for you. I don’t know why she pulled off the cover, but I hated the ending, so I ripped out the pages.”
Goosebumps don’t appear then vanish, instead they come and stay as I remember the dream. My sister and Mom did always look so alike.
“When she died there was that stack of books. This one had a post-it on it instead of a cover. She left it for you, but I took it.”
“Why?” I don’t know how I can speak when as we sit here, all I can see is the woman in my terrors.
“She said, ‘Only you would understand, Bethany.’ It pissed me off,” my sister admits. “I took it and wanted to read it. I had to know why… why it was always you.”
The eerie feeling that’s been coming and going comes over me again, clawing for attention and I can barely stand not to react to it.
Bringing my knees into my chest, I try to avoid it, to shake it off. “What was the ending?” I ask her although I already know. It was some kind of tragedy.
“She died,” Jenny says and her voice is choked. “That night, their first and only night, she died because she was really sick and there was no way to save her.” My sister’s shoulders heave as she sobs.
“It’s okay.” I try to reassure her that it’s only a book, but both of us know it’s so much more. It’s the last words our mother left us.
“Her mother killed herself. The last ten pages is the mother facing Miss Caroline and telling her she hated her for giving her any hope and making her wait longer to end it all.”
“That’s awful,” I comment.
Jenny sucks in a deep steadying breath and says, “The book is awful. It’s all about how the ones you love aren’t supposed to die before you.”
Chills play down my shoulders, like a gentle touch. “What?”
I hear my mother’s voice. Everyone you love will die before you.
“That was the point, that the greatest tragedy is watching everyone you love die before you do,” my sister tells me with disgust. “I hate the book. I hate that Mom left it. I hate even more that she said you’d understand. You don’t, do you?” Her eyes beg me to agree with her and I do.
“I hate it too. Mom wasn’t well.” I use the excuse, but her words keep coming back to me. She thought my life was a tragedy. She hadn’t met Jase though. She couldn’t have known my life would take this turn. “She’s wrong,” I say more to myself than to Jenny, but she nods in agreement.
“Even if they die,” she whispers before staring out of the window, “you still got to love them.”
“Do you ever feel like she’s with us?” I ask my sister, feeling the eyes of someone watching us, but not daring to look to my left, toward the bathroom. No one’s there, I already know that. But still, something inside of me doesn’t want me to look.
“All the time. I can’t sleep because of it.”
The cold evaporates, the uneasiness settles. It’s only me and Jenny and I’ll be strong for her.
“We’ll get you on a good sleep schedule. I promise everything will be all right.” I would give her all the promises in the world right now to keep her safe. Safe from Marcus and the world beyond these doors. Safe from herself and the memories that haunt her.
“I think I know why,” Jenny says offhandedly as if she didn’t hear me, still staring out of the window.
“Why what?”
“Why she crossed it out…” She doesn’t give me the answer until she realizes I’m staring at her, desperate for a reason. “It didn’t belong there. Hope is the best thing you can give someone, second to love. If it wasn’t there… the mom wouldn’t have killed herself.”
It’s quiet for a long time. The memories of my sister hurting herself stare me in the face, daring me to mention them and beg Jenny to realize there’s so much hope.
I cower at the thoughts, mostly because she squeezes my hand, and I’d like to think it’s because she already knows.
“If I had known it was a tragedy, I wouldn’t have read it,” I admit to her and then question why my mother would think I’d understand this book better than my sister. Why she would leave that book just for me? She wasn’t well though so there’s no reasoning there.
“That’s what you have when there’s no hope… tragedy.” Jenny’s comment doesn’t go unheard and I let the statement sit before speaking out loud.
Not really to her, more to myself.
“Hope is the opposite of tragedy. It’s a glimmer of light in utter darkness. It isn’t a long way of saying goodbye. It’s knowing you never have to say it, because whoever’s gone, is still with you. Always. That’s what hope is.”
“They really are. They’re always with us,” she remarks.
“That’s what makes it hard to say goodbye.”
“You don’t have to say goodbye,” she says softly, as if she’s considered this a million times over.
“Then how can you ever get over it?” I ask her genuinely, thoughts of her disappearance, of Mom being laid to rest playing in my mind. “How do you get over the loneliness and the way you miss them all the time?”
“Get over it?” she asks with near shock – as if she’s never thought of it that way - and I nod without conscious reason.
“How?”
“You can never get over it. Whether you say goodbye or not. Loss isn’t something you get over.” My sister isn’t indignant, or hurt. She’s simply matter of fact and the truth of it, I’ve never dared to consider. She looks me dead in the eyes and asks with nothing but compassion, “So why say goodbye? Why do it, when they’re still here and you’ll never get over it? Never.”





JASE
“I just need to know…” Bethany’s voice is desperate, a sound I’m not used to hearing from her unless she’s under me. She hasn’t laid down since I told her it’s time to go to bed. I don’t know how long it’s been since she’s slept. Instead, she sits wrapped in the covers, staring at the door.
“She’s all right.” My words intertwine with the sound of the comforter rustling as I lean closer to her and wrap my arm around her waist. I pull her closer to me, making her lean slightly so I can kiss her hair, but I don’t move her. She’ll move when she’s ready. I can wait for that.
I’ll wait for her.
“Tell me you’ll protect her.” She swallows hard after blurting out the words. Her eyes are wide and glossy. “Please. I’ll do anything.” As she speaks her last word cracks and the only thing I can hear is her thumping heart, running like mad in her chest.
“Of course I will. She’s family now.”
“Family?” she questions me as if it’s a foreign word.
“Bricks, cailín tine. I was serious when I said it, and serious about marrying you… even if you aren’t ready.”
“You really are bringing bricks and not just to fence me in, huh?” I have to laugh at her playful response. More than that, I love that she smiles. Even if it’s gentle and small, it’s there.
It falls quickly, though, as her gaze moves behind me to the door.
With one arm resting over her midsection and her other hand cradling her elbow, Jenny looks lost and uncertain as she clears her throat.
“Are you okay?” Bethany’s quick to question and rise from the bed.
“Sorry,” she answers and almost turns to leave, but Bethany stops her. “Wait. What’s wrong?”
I stay where I am. Observing and waiting. Waiting for Bethany to tell me what’s needed. Whatever it is, I’ll be ready.
“I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“You weren’t,” Bethany assures her. I have forever with Bethany, so forever can wait a moment.
“Can… can we talk?” Jenny asks Bethany, although she looks hesitantly at me.
“Of course.” If Bethany is aware of Jenny’s objection toward me listening, she doesn’t show it. Instead she drags the bench at the end of the bed closer to the chair by the dresser and pats it, welcoming her to sit.
“If you want me to go,” I speak up, “I can grab you something to eat while you two talk?”
Jenny’s gaze flicks between the two of us before she shakes her head. “You’ve already given me dinner, and a place to sleep… and clothes.” She goes on and the baggy long-sleeve shirt pools around her thin wrist. “I don’t need anything else.”
As I stand to go the bathroom and busy myself so they have some semblance of privacy, Jenny adds, “Thank you.” A tight smile and a nod is given to Jenny, but Bethany reaches for my hand and squeezes it before I can walk away.
I nearly think she wants me to stay, but she releases me with a thank you.
My hand is still warm from her touch when I turn on the faucet. Even over the sound of the water splashing in the sink, I can hear Jenny asks her questions about me.
Does she trust me?
What is she doing with me?
And finally, does she love me?
All of which are answered with many words, but the first of them each time is yes.
“You led him to me,” Bethany informs her sister and I remember the first time I saw her. Across the bar, my fiery girl, picking a fight with whoever she could because she was hurting and needed help. Fighting is all either of us knew.
I scrub my face, feeling the roughness along my jaw and listen intently even though I hadn’t planned on eavesdropping.
“The only clues you gave me before you left were The Red Room and the Cross brothers. So I went there, searching for you.”
Opening the cabinet to get my razor and shaving cream, I grab the bottle of pills and stare at them until they fall from my hand into the bottom of the trashcan beneath the sink. The inhale I take is deep and cathartic, but it doesn’t stop the twisted hurt that will always come when I think about that time in my life. I don’t need the constant reminder though.
Gripping my razor, I use the back of my hand to close the cabinet door. Jenny’s reflection is clear in the mirror. A disturbed look plays on her face when she tells Bethany, “Marcus told me to. He said to make sure you heard me say it.”
Staring down at the rippling water, I listen to her explain that she’s sorry. She’s sorry for everything.
I don’t shave. I don’t move, other than bracing one hand on each side of the sink and staring down, wondering what Marcus planned, how he thought ahead and what he thought would happen.
It’s not until Jenny says good night and I feel Bethany’s hand on my back that I bring myself to look at Bethany in the mirror.
“You okay?” she whispers against my back and I almost tell her that I’m fine. Instead I answer, “I hate hearing his name.”
“Marcus?” she asks and I nod.
“Seth will find him,” she answers me and plants a small kiss on my back through my white t-shirt when I turn off the faucet.
She watches me as I dry my face and thanks me for giving her sister space.
The smile on my lips falters until she reaches out, grabbing my hand and kissing it.
“Isn’t that what a man is supposed to do?” I toy with her. “Kneel and kiss the back of a lady’s hand.”
A glimmer of surprise filters in her eyes as she says, “I thought it’s what ladies did to the knights? I thought they kissed the back of their hands when they saved them.”
Even though I’m still, she moves, pushing herself between me and the sink and reaching up to kiss me. It’s always the same with her. The first is quick and teasing and then she gives me what I need, deep and slow. As I groan into her mouth, she lets out a soft sigh of affection and balls my shirt in her fist, bringing me closer to her.
“So needy,” I tell her, my voice low and playful before tugging her bottom lip between my teeth and then letting her go.
I move my hands from her hips to her ass and pick her up, loving the gasp and then the squeal she gives me when I toss her on our bed.
The air heats as I kick off my pants and watch her right herself on the bed, her gaze wandering down my body until I climb on the bed to join her.
With both of her hands in my hair and mine bracing me on the bed as I lean over her, forcing her to lie down, she kisses me with soft, quick kisses all over my lips. I smile as she does it, short pecks moving in a clockwise motion.
I lift my head to look down at her, to joke about what she’s done. I stop myself though; there’s nothing but seriousness in her gaze.
“Thank you for saving me, Jase.”
“You saved me too, you know,” I tell her as I pull my shirt off, knowing damn well she has.
She stares at me for an awkward moment and then looks down with a huff. “I don’t know what to say.”
Confusion takes over. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know what would mean more right now. That I love you. Or that I don’t love you.”
The short huff of a laugh leaves me with relief. Thank fuck.
“Let’s stick with I love you from now on.”
“Then I love you, Jase Cross. I love you with everything in me.”





BETHANY
G ood things don’t come often. Not for me. Not for most people. I’m aware of that. I get it. Life isn’t meant to be a garden of roses.
I’m used to the thorns. I would even say I like them. They’re predictable, when nothing else is.
The sound of the printer in Jase’s office that isn’t an office makes me jump. It’s louder than I anticipated, and I anxiously look to the doorway.
He should be here soon.
Jenny’s tucked away in her room. Some days are better than others, but overall she’s better. She’s better than she has been in a very long time. If only she could remember what happened over the past few months, I think she’d be like my old sister again. Or at least who that girl was supposed to be.
Before the paper can fall to the tray, I catch it and lift it up to look at the certificate. It’s so simple and not as expensive as I thought it would be.
It’s merely a sheet of paper with ink on it. But then again so are books, and they can be wielded like weapons. They can destroy people; they can give them hope too.
“There you are.” Jase’s deep voice greets me with a sensual need. I can already feel his warmth before he wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me into his chest. The paper clings to my front as I keep it from his prying eyes.
“What are you hiding from me?” he questions.
“No hiding anything anymore. Isn’t that the deal?” I remind him, peeking around to not just see him, but to steal a quick kiss as well. I love it when he smirks at me.
With a lift of his chin he tells me, “Then show it.”
I do so willingly, listening to the paper crinkle and watching his dark eyes as he reads each line.
“Marriage certificate?” It’s a sin that he looks so handsome, even when he’s confused.
“It’s a certificate to get a marriage certificate. Like a gift card. I didn’t know you could get one of these. You have to be there for it to actually be done and all,” I explain to him. I thought this would be the best way to tell him that I want to marry him.
As he steps back, snagging the paper from me and then looking between it and me, nerves flow through every part of me.
“My answer is yes.” In my mind, when I decided I’d do this, I said it confidently, playfully even, but the way the words came out now was hurried and with an anxiousness to hear his response.
Which he still hasn’t given me.
“At least I answered you quickly,” I tell him and pretend like my hands aren’t trembling.
“You want to do this?” he asks me, his shoulders squared as he lowers the paper to the leather sofa and closes the space between us.
Reaching up to adjust the collar of his pressed white shirt, I tell him easily, as if he’s said yes, “I don’t want a big wedding.”
“Are you proposing to me?” he finally says with a grin and the playfulness and the charm are obvious. This is the man I love.
Nodding, I fight back the prick at the back of my eyes and tell him, “I am. Are you saying yes?”
“I already asked you, though. You don’t get to ask me now.” He walks circles around me, making me spin slowly.
“You aren’t exactly good at it, so I figured I should give it a shot.” I’m just as playful with him as he is me, nipping his bottom lip and then kissing him. He deepens it, stopping where he is and splaying his hands against my lower back and shoulder.
When he breaks the kiss, he stares down at me. “Why?” he asks me, toying with me and my emotions instead of just ending it quickly.
“You have no mercy,” I joke with him. “Are you not saying yes?” I can’t even voice the word no right now.
He only stares down at me, waiting for a response with a smug look on his face.
“When I’m sad, I want you to be there because then I feel less sad. When I’m happy, I want you there because I want you happy with me. I just want you there… and I want to be there for you. If you’ll let me.” Tears form but I blink them away.
“I’ll let you,” he whispers ruggedly as he lowers his lips to the dip in my throat, giving me a chance to breathe easy. And to breathe him in.
“That’s not how you say ‘yes,’ Jase. Or how you make a girl feel secure,” I tease him although my words are still a bit unsteady. He pulls back to look at me, both of his hands still on me as I add, “When she prints out a marriage certificate, you’re supposed to say yes.”
“What if I gave her something else instead?” he asks, reaching into his pocket. “What if it was a tit for tat and I asked her a question to answer her question.” My eyes turn watery as he gets down on his knee and pulls out a small black velvet box.
“I have something for you.”
I can barely speak. “Jase.”
“I love the way you say my name,” he tells me, holding the box in one hand and my left hand in his other.
“I realized when I asked you to marry me, I probably should have done it better. I thought you’d be more willing to say ‘yes’ if there was something in it for you. I didn’t think about a ring or feel like a ring would be enough.”
Tears are warm as they fall down my face and I sniffle before telling Jase, “You are enough, Jase. It baffles me how you don’t see that.” I have to sniffle again before I can tell him that I’ll remind him of it every day for as long as he lives if that’s what it takes.
“Will you marry me?” he finally asks, opening the box. I don’t have time to even look at what’s inside. I need to touch him more than look at his surprise. I need to hold him and for him to hold me.
“I love you, Jase.” I breathe against his shoulder, letting my tears fall to the thin white fabric.
“Say yes, first,” he answers in what should be a playful voice, but feels nervous.
“A million times yes. It’s always been yes.”
Sometimes you meet someone, although maybe meet isn’t quite the right word. You don’t even have to say hello for this to happen. You simply pass by them and everything in your world changes forever. Chills flow from where you imagine he’d kiss you in the crook of your neck, moving all the way down with only a single glance.
I know you know what I’m referring to. The moment when something inside of you ignites to life, recognizing the other half that’s been gone for far too long.
It burns hot, destroying any hope that it’s only a coincidence, and that life will go back to what it was. These moments are never forgotten.
That’s only with a single glance.
I can tell you what a single touch will do. It will consume you and everything you thought you knew.
I felt all of this with Jase Cross, with every flicker of the flames that roared inside of me. I knew he’d be my downfall, and I was determined to be his just the same.
He deserves as much. To have every brick in his guarded walls brought to the ground and be left to turn into something more. I want nothing between us. Nothing but us. Even if that means this world will collapse around us and become a chaos I never imagined.
So long as I’m with him, so long as his touch is within reach, I would give everything else up.
That’s the part that scared me in that first moment.
Somewhere deep inside of me I knew I would be his.
And I’ll do it again and again. In this life and the next.





JASE
Y ou’re welcome for your gift.
It was mine to give all along.

MARCUS’S HANDWRITING stares back at me until I crumple the small parchment into my hand.
He’s had a hand in the details, but he’s slipping. More of his intention is showing. It’s contradictory and changes on a whim, but he’s falling. I can feel it.
One small token won’t save him from the consequences of his actions. Our enemies will fall one by one, as they should. Their names will be carved in stone long before I allow anyone I love to meet the same fate.
He’s the one who chose to be our enemy. A gift won’t change that.
Balling up the note, I think back on everything that’s happened. Not just to me, but also to my brothers and to Sebastian. It all comes down to the simple fact that we found irresistible attractions. And all the while, Marcus knew. He used them against us. Each and every one of us.
Sometimes when people are in pain they push love away. Tossing the paper into the metal trashcan outside the old brick building, I think of Sebastian and how much he tried to resist.
Pain makes people go to extremes they know are wrong. Carter is proof of that. Sometimes all life will give you is only a tragedy, but if you have someone to love, someone to hold on to, like Daniel and Addison had each other, then life will go on.
We are only men. Not invincible heroes.
And Marcus is just the same.
He’s in pain like all of us. In fear like we’ve all been in. The answer to finding him, to bringing him to his knees lies in the one thing we’ve given into that he hasn’t.
The girl Officer Walsh can’t get over. The girl who ties him and Marcus together…
That girl will make Marcus fall. I know she will.
Seth will find her. He must.
“What’s wrong?” Bethany’s voice carries through the warmth of the April sunshine as her heels click on the sidewalk. Slipping her hand into the pocket of her jacket, she looks up at me and I can’t resist brushing the hair from her face to cup her chin in my hand.
Before I can lean down to kiss her, she grips my dress shirt at the buttons, fisting the fabric in her hands and bringing her lips to mine. Desire ignites and the burn from it diminishes any other thought, any other need.
That’s how it happens. It’s how love conquers. Boldly, without fear, and with a ruling flame that nothing can tame.
Her lips soften the second they meet mine. Her body presses against my own as well. With a hand on the small dip at her waist I pull her closer to me, leaving nothing between us.
It’s only when she pulls back that I even dare to breathe.
“I want to kiss you like that forever,” she whispers against my lips with her eyes still closed. When they open, she peeks up at me through her lashes and adds, “I want to take my kisses from you every damn day.”
A low groan of approval rumbles up my chest as she twines her fingers through mine.
“Now tell me what’s wrong.”
“A little demanding, aren’t you, cailín tine?” A pang of nervousness worms its way between us. Before it can do any damage, I tell her, “I’m considering Marcus’s next move.” I resist telling her the second piece, but only for a split second. With her lips parted to answer me, I cut her off with, “And ours.”
She doesn’t let go of my hands, but she takes a half step back, letting her head nod. Intensity, curiosity, even fear swirl in her gaze. All the while, I wait for what she’ll say, what she’ll do.
“If you need me I’m here,” she finally answers.
“All I need is for you to follow me,” I tell her and lower my lips to hers. Nipping her bottom lip, the small bit of tension wanes. She may not be involved in what I do, but she’ll stay with me.
I know she will. Because she loves me and she knows how deeply I love her.
Moving my hand around her waist, I’ll make sure she never forgets, never questions what I feel for her.
She won’t go a day without knowing. Her head rests against my arm as we walk, her one hand holding mine, the other on top of our clasped hands.
“It’s all going to be all right,” she tells me, although she stares ahead, noting the Rare Books sign in the window which causes her brow to furrow.
The smell of old books is unique, and it engulfs us as we walk deeper into the aisle. The full shelves of worn and previously read books make rows, but the one shelf at the very back is the one she needs to see.
“What are we doing here?” she questions and lifts her gaze to mine, but I only squeeze her hand in response.
“Jase,” Bethany pushes for more, practically hissing my name although her steps have picked up with a giddiness she can’t hide, making me chuckle at her impatience.
When I come to a stop in front of the shelves, she brushes against me and steps forward. I watch her reaction to seeing the wall of thin cream pages.
“They don’t have covers?” she whispers and reaches out, her fingers trailing down the fronts of them.
I watch as she swallows, her throat tensing and her lips turning down.
“These are the books with no covers. No titles. They’re only stories.”
Her eyes glaze over, as I’m sure the Coverless Book comes back to her, a gift from her mother and so much more. We may forget words or details, but the way we feel never leaves our memories. I know that book scarred her in a way I can’t imagine although I’m not sure why.
“I wanted to get you another one. A different story to take its place.”
“We drove hours and hours to get a book?” she questions silently, her eyes beseeching me to explain why.
“This is the only place I found on the East Coast that carried unknown books-”
“I don’t want to read another tragedy,” she says and cuts me off. “I don’t want to risk it.”
“You’re going to want to though, cailín tine.”
A second passes and I swear I can hear her heart beating, waiting in limbo for more.
“These books all came from one person’s home years ago. She collected stories that made her feel loved.”
Bethany turns her attention back to the books, back to the stories I want her to read.
“I brought you here because they call this the aisle of hope.”





SETH
With her legs crossed like that, her red skirt rides up higher. It draws my eye and as she clears her throat, noticing my wandering gaze, I let the smirk appear on my lips before carelessly covering it with my hand.
It’s been too long since I’ve been this close to her, face to face. Too many years since she’s sought me out.
My stubble is rough beneath my fingertips; it’ll leave small scratches against her soft skin when I ravage her with the hunger I’ve had for so long.
“Did you hear what I said?” Laura asks. When she got into my car with Bethany, I could feel the waves of apprehension hidden in the silence, the lust that roared back to life when Bethany left us. And we made a deal.
“You said you wanted an exchange. You want to change the details of our deal.”
Her doe eyes beg me to consider, and they hold a vulnerability that her tense curves fail to deliver. She grips both arms of the chair across from me as her chest rises and falls with a quickened pace. She can’t hide the fear of coming back to this life. Of coming back to me.
As her bottom lip slips between her teeth, I note that she can’t hide the desire either.
“I’ve wanted this for too long to consider your proposal,” I tell her, spreading my legs wider and leaning forward in my office chair in the back room of the bar. My elbows rest on my knees as I lean closer to her, only inches away as I whisper, “You know what I want.”
“I can give you something you want more,” she speaks clearly, although her last words waver when her gaze drifts to my lips.
Lies. There’s nothing I want more.
I would have told her that and meant it with every bone in my body, but then she tells me, “I can give you Marcus.”





A KISS TO KEEP



SEBASTIAN AND CHLOE: EPILOGUE
It started with a kiss. A single kiss that shook me to my core. A kiss to silence me, and a kiss to numb the pain.
I took his hand and in turn, he took me away. I thought when we ran away, we’d never have to look back.
I was wrong.
I think Sebastian knew, and so did I, that he’d be pulled back into this life one day. There was no way we could have gotten our happily ever after. Scars don’t ever fully go away, and this sinful place is etched into our flesh.
I don’t know how I’ll ever forgive him for bringing me back here. Even when he kisses me the way he does… no kiss can take away this pain.
He’s still my everything, but I don’t know how we’ll survive this.

A Kiss to Keep is an extension of Chloe and Sebastian’s story, A Kiss to Tell.





PROLOGUE
Chloe

I remember the hum of the engine. It’s funny how that’s what stayed with me all this time. We took off in the shadows of the night, with what little bit we had that was worth taking with us and we drove away as fast as we could.
We didn’t stop running, not for a long time, and I didn’t have to ask him why.
No one leaves that place and gets away with it.
Crescent Hills is nothing but sin and misfortune. It’s designed to keep every soul trapped there in a fog of devastation. I grew up surrounded by violence and agony. Living in fear and in anger. The constant turmoil kept me fighting, but I knew I would never be anything more than a name on its list of victims. That’s the truly unfortunate part. I never wanted to call it home, but back then, I knew I’d never have another.
Until Sebastian.
He was always the only one for me, because he stained my lips with his and scarred my skin with his burning touch before I ever considered letting a boy touch me. Well, any boy other than him. No one else could have compared.
It all started with a kiss.
He followed me behind our high school. I didn’t know it and I never would have guessed he felt even a fraction of what I’d felt for him. He had to have though, because that unfortunate day, I turned around after crying so hard and there he was. I was embarrassed to be inside with the other kids, so I hid outside, trying to suppress the shameful tears. The second I heard him, the second I turned around to see who’d followed me, Sebastian pushed my back against the brick wall and crushed his lips against mine.
Stunning me. Stealing my breath from me. Forcing me to think of him. Which was worlds better than being consumed with the tragedy that plagued me. That moment changed everything.
Because he kissed me, and I never forgot that kiss.
Because I took his hand and he led me away.

A SAD SMILE plays at my lips as I rest my cheek against the cold glass. It was freezing cold when we ran away over a decade ago. We were barely more than kids then. Time’s changed us so much. But it can’t change everything.
It’s fitting that it’s bitter cold now that we’re returning.
Now that we’re going back into the nightmare.
“I never thought we’d go back,” I whisper into the silent cabin of the car. The stereo works just fine, but I can’t stomach the idea of music right now. I don’t want to ruin any songs with this ominous day, knowing they’ll be forever associated with this memory.
Bastian lays his hand on my thigh, and I merely glance at his touch, ignoring his warmth when he tells me, “I didn’t either.”
I think he just says what he thinks I want to hear.
I think he knew one day, he’d be drawn back to this life.
“I love you,” he tells me in a rough voice, one that’s been silent for hours. My sad smile lifts just slightly, and I lay my hand on top of his although I don’t want to.
I love him, but I hate this place.
He says we’re coming home.
But this was never my home.
I don’t say “I love you” back. And Bastian doesn’t react when I don’t. That’s what hurts the most. He knew what this would do to us.
And he did it anyway.





CHLOE
We’ve been driving for days now. The snow’s barely slowed us down. The prolonged silence, however, makes every minute seem longer than it is.
The closer we get, the faster the snow falls though. And we’re close now. I know we are. I recognize these streets, even the backroads that have no names.
The air has changed, and it makes my stomach churn harder every time I breathe in.
“So you had a good time then?” I ask Bastian, picking at some barely perceptible fuzz on my sweater. My heart ticks faintly in my chest, almost like it’s afraid to really beat and pump life through me. Instead it’s this timid movement, leaving me counting the seconds until things are right again.
Clearing his throat, he shrugs. The motion draws up his jacket, pulling it tighter around his shoulders as he turns the wheel and the car takes a left down a back alley.
It takes real effort not to close my eyes as we pass the bar. A bar I know so well and wish I didn’t.
Everything is different, yet it’s all painfully familiar.
The sign looks worn and old, but even when I was a child, it looked just the same. Ragged and decrepit. Time’s aged it, but not enough to really change it.
“It was a good week,” he finally answers me, and his answer pulls my gaze from the gutters full of dirty snow to his steely blue eyes. “I’m sorry I had to go so quick and for so long. I missed you though,” he adds with a warmth in his voice that travels straight to my veins.
He’s my drug. A living, breathing drug. He’s been gone a little over a week, leaving me all the way across the country to come back here. Now, I’m joining him, which is a nightmare come true for me.
“I missed you too,” I admit although the words come out strangled still and I have to rip my eyes away to stare back out the window.
As if beat-up houses and barren streets were something I’d ever want to look at.
This particular road has stayed with me all my life. As the disquiet forces me to readjust in my seat, I ask Sebastian again, “Are you sure we should be here?”
Tick, tick, goes my heart, then a pause. My heart refuses to do anything at all, leaving a chill to travel down my arms as we pass Dixon Street, and Sebastian gives me a pointed look. We grew up on the same street, this street, but we’ve never lived in the same world.
I don’t know how I fooled myself into thinking running away from here would change that.
“I know this is sudden…” He trails off and reaches his hand for mine, but I’m already crossing my arms so I pretend not to see it.
I swallow my response along with the regret from saying anything at all.
He can comfort me, but he’s ignoring the flashing red light warning that this is exactly what we shouldn’t be doing. I don’t want comfort in that. He can keep it for himself.
“Never mind,” I whisper and my warm breath fogs the window.
As the car moves over a speed bump and then a pothole in the old road, I jostle with it, passively letting the movement take me how it wants.
“How are you feeling?” Bastian’s voice is low and apologetic, yet strong. He’s always strong. Never faltering, never needing to lean on me.
It should be a blessing, but it feels like a curse.
“Second trimester is worlds better,” I tell him and breathe in deep, feeling my shoulders stretch and rise before settling back down against the heated seat. “And I love this car,” I comment.
“Smooth ride, huh?” he says just as we go over another pothole and I have to let out a small laugh at his dry humor and irony.
The second of ease between us is spoiled when we drive past our old high school, filled with haunted memories.
Mostly. The only two days I want to hold on to are the first day he kissed me and the day when we drove away years later. Every other day I spent here can rot in hell.
“It took me years to get over this place,” I tell him, feeling the raw admission scratch up my throat with every word. Like I had to drag them out of me.
A second passes as the car slows to a stop under a red light.
“I know,” Bastian says and this time when he lays his hand down for me to take, his eyes stare at me. His eyes pierce into me, begging me to feel what he feels. “I have to do this, Chlo.”
I can’t resist pulling down the seatbelt to lean over the center console so I can kiss his cheek. His rough stubble is short and it nearly scratches my lips as he tries to capture my own with his. But I avoid the kiss, settling on giving him a peck on the cheek.
Sebastian leans closer to me, ready to take one regardless, I know it.
With the groan of the leather seat protesting the movement of his broad shoulders, I prepare to give him a cheek and nothing more. I just can’t kiss him; I can’t give him that bit of me, not when he’s hurting me the way he is.
He won’t tell me why he has to be here. Why now? Why are we back?
Without a straight answer, things can’t go back to being right between us. I won’t allow it. He needs to know that. And all I know is that it has something to do with Carter Cross.
The red light turns to green as he sits up, and with it the car behind us beeps. Bastian’s focus doesn’t budge, not until I grip his hand. I thread my fingers between his and pull his hand to my lips, kissing the back of his hand as the car behind us beeps again.
Sebastian’s frustration shows with his sharp, narrowed gaze aimed in the rearview mirror at the person behind us.
Always with a temper. What did I expect marrying the man everyone used to fear? He earned his reputation, and some bad habits die hard. The very thought makes me close my eyes with contempt. How could I think they’d died at all?
“Let’s just go.” I push out the rushed words as Bastian sits there, staring in his rearview and ready to pick a fight. “I want to lie down,” I say, giving him the excuse and he buys it. His expression softens, but only slightly.
He doesn’t ask and I don’t tell.
I ask and he doesn’t tell the whole truth.
We can’t live like this, but we can suffer in silence until it kills us.
Well, mostly silence. The quiet hum of the engine keeps us company for a moment until he speaks.
“You can’t hold back from me forever.”
His words are heard, but not answered. Not for another two blocks.
“And you can’t keep lying to me and keeping secrets,” I finally counter, although my voice isn’t as strong. It never comes out as strong as his, but it doesn’t need to. My words are just as right as his are, and we both know it.
He’s reticent again until we drive out of Crescent Hills, away from where our past lies restlessly. I don’t understand why we didn’t stop or where we’re going.
He said we were going home. And Crescent Hills is the only home I’ve ever known, but we’ve driven out of it.
It’s not until we pull into a long gravel driveway, nearly fifteen minutes away from the world I once knew, that I give him a questioning gaze laced with worry.
“I thought here would be better,” he tells me and with his words, massive iron gates part, creating a large opening for us to enter.
They’re beautiful and behind the gates is a grand estate, but it’s far too much and there’s no way in hell I want to live like that. In a massive house with more rooms than I would ever fill.
“We could never afford something like this.” Anxiety consumes me, wondering what the hell he did, who he stole from, or if he sold his soul to the devil until he speaks.
“Not this one,” he tells me when he catches my gaze. “That one’s not ours.” The relief is only slight.
“None of these are ours,” I remind him. “Our apartment is on the other side of the country. I said I’d come for a week, but none of these are ours unless we decide together.” I stress the last word, together, waiting for him to look me in the eyes. I can hear the gravel lift up under the tires just as easily as I can hear the pounding of my chest. Even if it still feels like a faint tick. That damn tick is loud.
“I know,” he finally agrees with me, rounding the large white stone home and driving past it, down into a tree line for a slow minute and then another. The trees are a mix of burnt auburn and evergreen. And the evening light casts shadows and sprays of light on the gravel road and barren dirt path.
We have to drive deep into the winter forest before I see a much smaller house. I almost want to call it a cottage, but it’s too contemporary. I have to lean forward in my seat to get a better look as he parks the car, although he keeps it running.
The word “motherfucker” nearly leaves me under my breath. If I could pick a dream house, it would be this one. It’s set back deep under a canopy of mature trees, but with an opening for sunshine. There’s a wraparound porch and so many windows with pale blue shutters.
“This isn’t going to be like the last time, is it?” I ask him and he doesn’t answer immediately. “You’re not going to buy this house and wait for me to cave, are you?” I push him. Suddenly, that tick is becoming more of a slam with his ever-passing silence.
“Do you like it?” he asks me and I close my eyes, refusing to believe he did it again.
“You didn’t,” I whisper, praying he really didn’t.
“I bought it,” he tells me, letting the words slip out as if they don’t matter. Just like the last time he decided to have a house built here.
“Motherfucker,” I mutter, finally speaking the profanity aloud.
“I’ll sell it if you don’t love it, Chlo. We can up and leave and sell it no problem,” he’s quick to tell me, but that’s not the point.
“You can’t keep doing this shit!”
“Keep? It’s only here, only about finding a place to stay,” he argues back, letting his voice rise.
“Yes! Only here, the place I told you I never wanted to see again,” I retort, and my voice cracks with outrage. “Do I have to remind you what happened to the last place? Good things don’t happen here, and you should have taken that as an omen!”
The sky darkens at my words, the sun setting further into the trees, and I don’t like it.
“This isn’t okay,” I tell him in the calmest voice I can manage. I focus on taking one deep breath and then another.
“Don’t get worked up. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“How could you have thought this wouldn’t upset me?” I bite back. And then snidely add, “Oh, that’s right, because you don’t listen to me. Because I say words that don’t mean anything.”
“Don’t do that.” Sebastian’s voice is low as he stares at me. His gaze is heated and so penetrating I can barely look at him, but I do. “Don’t make it out like I don’t care, Chloe. All I care about is you.”
“Then why are we here?” I can’t control the emotion in my voice.
The quiet forest seems to get darker with every minute we sit here arguing in the car.
“Because Carter needs me,” he answers me in a tight voice.
Carter. His best friend. The one he left behind in order to run away with me.
I could never relate to that friendship. A friendship he calls family. Because I had no one to leave behind. Friend, family, or otherwise. I only ever had Sebastian.
“And that’s his place?” I surmise. “The big one when we entered?” Big one doesn’t quite do it justice.
“This is all his property, but the place we’re going is deeper in the land. Private but safe and close. He lives there with his brothers,” Bastian answers, all the tension leaving him. He knows I have a soft spot for Carter. What he doesn’t know is how guilty I feel about everything that happened. But how could he, when he doesn’t even know I’m very aware of what actually happened all those years ago?
“And what did he need you for?” I ask him, meeting his gaze. I can already see that he’s going to lie. His tell is the way he narrows just his left eye, ever so slightly.
“You never tell me anything,” I say before he can disrespect me with another lie.
“What you need to know is that you’re safe here, and that I love you and I would do anything for you.”
My first instinct is to correct him and tell him it’s not about what I need to know, it’s about telling me everything because I’m his partner. And those are the words sitting there on the tip of my tongue until I look in his eyes and see a hint of worry, and I let his statement digest.
Safe here. Are we in danger? My hand moves to my belly and the fear of loss is all too real. The last time we left this place, death remained behind. The lingering memory of the nightmares and the fears creep into my mind. But I know what happened back then, and it can’t be that. I pray it’s not that.
I don’t know if it’s just being back here that causes chills to trail up my arms and down my spine, or if it’s something else. I swallow my question, knowing Sebastian won’t answer me anyway.
“Just come with me,” Bastian asks, holding out his strong hand for me to take.
It doesn’t mean I forgive him when I place my hand in his. And it doesn’t mean we’re okay when I follow him up the paved walkway to the gorgeous red walnut French doors.
All it means is that it’s getting late, I’m tired, and I don’t want to fight right now.
I fought all my life just to get by. I thought I was done fighting.
I thought wrong.





SEBASTIAN
“Is he going to be a problem?”
I ask Carter the only question that’s been eating away at me as we drove down here. The hate, the anger… the fear, it’s all mixed into a deadly concoction that’s been destroying my sanity for days. Ever since I left Chloe, all I could think is that this prick would go after her. That Romano would take her away from me.
Even though I knew she was safe, I couldn’t sleep not having her right here by my side where she belongs. I don’t know how we lived so long thinking we’d get away from it forever, but we can’t. I’m not running away; I’m not going anywhere. “I’m going to fucking kill him.”
“Romano’s a dead man and he knows it,” Carter answers, the early morning light filtering in from the large window behind his desk.
“While he’s still breathing, he’s a fucking problem,” I respond and run my thumb along my jaw. “I thought about how we could do it on the way over to pick up Chloe and then that cop had to show up.”
“Officer Walsh is a menace. He thinks he can question everyone and wait in parking lots for shit to go down and that he’ll somehow be the hero? He doesn’t know shit. Not about how things work around here, or about how deep these cuts go. All he’s doing is delaying the inevitable.”
“He has damn fine timing.” I blow out the statement, sitting back farther in my seat and hating that this new cop had to come down here and force us all to wait for what’s rightfully ours. Even though he’s former FBI from New York, all we have to do is wait until he turns his back, just like they all do. He’ll learn what it’s like down here and how far a piece of paper and a badge will get him.
“Romano’s not going to make a move or leave that gaudy piece of shit he calls home. Not unless he has a death wish.”
Fuck, just hearing his name causes adrenaline to rush through my veins and I have to sit up straighter, gripping the arms of the leather chair as I struggle to stay still. “I hate doing nothing.”
“You and me both,” Carter answers.
“You didn’t screw him over, though. He didn’t send out a hit order on you,” I tell him. Chloe is everything to me and I would do anything for her. Leaving the mafia behind and being marked was a risk I was willing to take for her. But I’m back now, and I’m not going anywhere. Not when so much is at risk. The fucker has to die. No one is coming after me or my family.
“I heard about his guys going to Chloe’s when I didn’t show up and he realized I’d left that morning after we got the hell out of here when we were kids,” I say. The sickness burns up my throat and I have to swallow it down, along with the hate and the rage. “Romano didn’t try to kill someone you love.”
I take my words back when I remember what Jase, Carter’s brother, told me last week. The little bit of information that changed the reluctant relationship the Cross brothers had with Romano. “I’m sorry. I heard about your brother.” I’m not the only one Romano went after. I’m the only one to get away though.
Carter reacts more strongly than I thought he would. He’s younger than me by only a few years. In a lot of ways, he was the younger brother that I never had. But back when we were just kids, he never liked to talk about his emotions. Never. He’d always preferred to just be alone.
“Romano will pay for what he did—to you, and to the rest of my family.” His statement is strained. I don’t miss that he says “the rest,” which means he still sees me as his family too. Even though I haven’t been at his side through all of this bullshit.
Some blood you’re born with. Some blood you choose.
He leans back slightly and a grimace mars his face as he touches his chest. He’s still healing.
“You all right?” I ask him and he nods, still taking a moment to process the pain. To process all of it.
“I miss him,” Carter confesses after a minute and his eyes get glossy. He coughs it away, pretending to be nothing but cold on the outside. But with no one to fight in this cold war, you can only look inward.
“Aria’s changed you,” I comment, knowing it has to be her who’s brought out this new side of him.
Carter grins at me, not denying it. He knows it’s true.
“I’m sure Chloe’s changed you too.”
Chloe. Just hearing her name does something to me. My Chloe Rose. “You could say that.”
Carter chuckles, a knowing grin growing on his face. “What’d she say about coming back?” he asks, the smile never wavering even though every trace of humor vanishes from me instantly.
I have to look away, feeling a hint of shame that she didn’t want to come back. She fought me on coming back. “She doesn’t know what it feels like being away and missing it, you know?” I finally settle on that truth. “She hates this place.”
Carter’s smile dims, but the corners of his lips kick up at the last comment. “Don’t we all.”
“She doesn’t have anyone left here.”
“You think she’ll come around?”
“I fucking hope so.” The temperature of my blood drops and I tap my foot restlessly against the leg of the chair as I watch the early morning sky turn darker with the gray clouds moving in. I stayed away for as long as I could. I needed to so I could keep her. The only worry that keeps me up now that I know she’s safe is whether or not she’ll stay with me. She was always meant to leave me, she’s too damn good for me and for this life. But I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to her, whether she stays with me or not, she’ll be staying here, where it’s safe and she’s protected. We had to come back; I have to end Romano.
“Does she know? Does she know about what you did before you left?”
I hold his gaze, letting the memories of the life I used to live, the one I’m walking back into, play before us. The violence, the murders. It was an exchange I had to make, one I don’t regret because it means Chloe’s by my side.
“No.” I answer him in a single word, spoken so firmly that it practically ricochets off the walls of the room. “She can’t know.”
Carter gives me a single nod of acknowledgment.
“And what about Marcus?” I ask Carter, quick to change the subject so I can get rid of this revolting churning in the pit of my gut. I know where I stand with Romano. One of us will kill the other, but he has everyone foaming at the mouth to end his life. I don’t know where I stand with Marcus, though. No one ever knows where they stand with him until it’s too late. “Is Marcus going to be a problem?”
Carter’s eyes are assessing as he stands from his desk, turning around to look out of his window as the snow starts to fall. I know somewhere beyond those trees Chloe is in bed still, sleeping, safe and sound.
“Marcus is always a problem.”





CHLOE
“ You hungry?” Bastian’s voice startles me and I jump back from the opened suitcase of clothes I set on the sofa.
His rough chuckle at my expense makes me want to smack him, but his strong arms wrapping around me send a warmth through me, calming all those nervous feelings that wormed their way in. “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he says low and deep, pulling my back into his chest.
As I reach up behind me to wrap my arms around his neck, he kisses the crook of my neck right in the small gap my baggy sleepshirt allows him.
With my eyes closed and breathing in his woodsy scent, I remind him, “I’m still mad at you.”
Last night we slept together, my legs tangled with his and my entire being happy to be by his side again. We avoided the argument for the time being … and then I woke up alone. It wasn’t until I found his note on the nightstand that the hollowness in my chest went away. He was only going to see Carter while I slept.
I don’t like this insecure feeling. The nerves are a permanent stitch in our relationship. Like one day I’ll lose him. I’ll wake up alone, and that’s how it will be for the rest of my life.
I don’t want another man to take his place. I only want Sebastian. His lies and hidden truths are what give me that feeling that it’s all going to unravel though. Lies he’s carried for years. Secrets he needs to let go of.
He rocks me gently, and that’s how he gets me every time. He didn’t use to give me this so easily, so freely. The touches, the kisses, the obvious need for me to feel loved.
And I didn’t use to feel like I needed it. But I do. I need him. I need this. Just like I need the air to breathe.
“So food? Yes?” he asks again and I stand up a little straighter, nudging him away because he doesn’t acknowledge the fact that there’s this gaping hole between us. How can we fix what he refuses to admit is broken?
“I’m going to unpack this stuff first.” My knee prods the suitcase and the insides of it jostle slightly as I get back to the unpacking I’ve been tending to. It’s mostly clothes and bathroom essentials. “I assume you’re having everything back home packed up and moved here without my knowledge?” I ask him, peeking over my shoulder just in time to see him cross his arms and lean against the wall.
My gaze drifts to the corded muscles that line his arms and I know he’s doing that shit on purpose.
It’s quiet and I hate that I think he’s not going to answer me, when suddenly he does.
“It can wait until you tell me you want to stay.” He readjusts and adds, “I know you like the apartment, I wouldn’t do that to you.”
“Are you thinking we could keep it? And have both places?” I ask him, noting his every moment as I fold a sweater I’d pulled out of the suitcase before he came in here.
“We have options,” he answers and I huff out a sarcastic laugh.
Options. I have to stare at the plush cream sweater as I toss it onto the sofa and then retrieve the next piece of clothing from the suitcase. It’s an old shirt of mine, but one of my favorites that reads Carpe Diem. I have never felt so much betrayal from a shirt before. Even this garment has taken Sebastian’s side.
“With you writing, we can go anywhere, do anything. Remember how you told me that?” he reminds me.
“I didn’t mean you could drag me along to wherever you wanted to go against my will,” I answer him flatly.
“You said you’d go wherever I wanted to take you. Change your mind?” he says, and the tone of his voice changes. The way the words float in the air longer, needing more attention and wanting to be heard so much more than any other words… the way he says them makes me pause.
Tick. My heart’s counting the seconds. That’s what it’s been doing. Savoring each one and recognizing that they matter.
“I came here, didn’t I?” I ask him, leaving out the emotional damage threatening to spill into each syllable. I remember the way I felt when we were first together. Counting each day and waiting for the one where we inevitably said goodbye.
I don’t want that. Ever.
It’s quiet, too quiet. The kind of quiet that turns to nights filled with loneliness and heartache.
I focus on the room and change the subject as I ask, “You had someone decorate this place?” It’s a bitch move to cower away from the argument because I’m afraid to lose him. I hate myself for it.
This is the exact reason he thinks he can keep secrets from me. He knows I don’t want to fight. Not with him.
He stares at me hard for a moment, reading into every detail of my expression the way he always does. I wish he wouldn’t.
“Yeah,” he answers and his single word tests the tension between us.
It’s still there, smoldering, but I don’t add fuel to it. I don’t want to fight with him, ever. Not when he’s the only hero I’ve ever had. The only knight in shining armor I’ve ever wanted. Even if he’s all dinged up and damaged but pretending he’s not.
I can pretend too.
“I like it,” I tell him as I toss the shirt onto the pile, folded nice and neat even though I’m debating on finally donating it now that it’s taunted me. Taking in a slow breath and releasing it, I say, “I really like the whitewash on the furniture with the light woods. And the cream walls, it’s very calm and relaxing.” All the while I talk, I fold another sweater and toss it down, making my pile lean a little. “It needs some pops of color I think, but I really like it.”
It looks like I could have plucked this house straight from the pages of a Good Housekeeping magazine. I attempted something like this at the apartment, but it wasn’t quite right. It was just items I bought and put in the rooms, but they didn’t fit the way I thought they would. “I think I may even love it.”
“Is that right?” he asks me easily, and even his lips tick up into an asymmetric grin. My heart recognizes something powerful between us: I love to make him happy and make him smile … in turn, he wants that for me too.
It’s still just ticking along though.
I don’t know how long my smile will last here.
“Yes, that’s right,” I answer, avoiding the unknown and focusing on the here and now. On the fact that if I’m not ready to fight, I want to love him. It’s only one or the other, with no happy medium. Because either way, we’re together.
Knock, knock, knock. The three timid knocks save me from a strained breath.
Bastian makes a move to get the door and turns to walk out of the room, letting me return back to this new reality.
It is my reality and it’s already better than I anticipated, but I can’t shake the nervousness. “I’d like it better if you’d tell me the truth,” I whisper lowly under my breath, knowing that’s exactly why the ticks are being counted.
“Chlo,” Bastian calls my name from the foyer, a gorgeous foyer with whitewashed floors and an iron lantern chandelier. I wasn’t being complimentary for the sake of a truce; whoever decorated this place knew what they were doing.
My bare feet pad on the floor as I make my way to the front entrance, following the sound of a feminine laugh.
“I hope so,” the woman says as I enter. That ticking turns to something else when I see her. Something like a war drum being beat with the handle of a machete.
I’m in shapeless pajamas and feeling the heaviness of the bags under my eyes and she’s… put together and chic and beautiful. And a woman I don’t know.
“I know she’ll love it,” Bastian tells her and then they both spot me in the threshold.
“Hi,” the petite brunette says with a shy wave. She rocks on her heels as I look between her and Bastian, who’s holding a tray of something covered in tinfoil.
“Chloe, this is Aria,” Sebastian tells me and I look between the two of them again as I say hi. I have no clue who she is. The name Aria means nothing to me.
“I wanted to give you guys a housewarming gift. Food for Sebastian… because … well, because he’s a man and I don’t know what men like… and this for you,” she says clearly, politely, matter-of-factly as she hands me a brown kraft gift bag with a white lace design and white tissue paper. Something tells me she’s already been here, given that the bag matches the décor.
“It smells delicious,” Bastian comments and then looks at me pointedly to inform me, “Lasagna.”
“The guys all love it when I make pasta, so … I hope you like carbs,” she says with another one of those laughs I heard before I walked in. A nervous kind of laugh which has me wondering what she has to be nervous about.
“The guys?” I prod.
“Carter and his brothers,” she clarifies as I absently open the gift and mentally try to place her from back when we lived here, but I don’t remember an Aria. A single sheet of tissue paper’s already out before I realize she’s intently watching me open the gift bag as she chews the inside of her cheek.
I don’t have to pull out the rest of the tissue paper to see it’s a frame I can easily remove from the bag.
With the empty bag cradled in my right, and the frame in my left hand, I turn it over to see a beautiful drawing of Sebastian and me. It’s a sketch of a photo I remember from years ago when we first got together.
It’s all done in a deep blue charcoal, but so finely sketched and on a thick cream canvas. The multiple shades of blue add dimension and capture the details perfectly. I’m awestruck for a moment at how thoughtful the gift is. And how breathtakingly beautiful it is.
We were only two kids really, barely out of high school and trying to find our way through the shit life we were born into.
Sebastian’s holding me on his sofa, and I’m nestled in his lap with my knees pulled into my chest, looking at the camera while he’s looking at me. I remember when Carter took this picture, only days before we ran away. Bastian asked him to. I remember it like it was yesterday.
“Do you like it?” she asks nervously, and her voice brings me back to the present.
“It’s beautiful.” I have to clear my throat as I set it down on the round beechwood table in the center of the room. “I love it,” I admit honestly. “Thank you.”
“Let me see,” Bastian asks and even though I move to hand it to him, he stands behind me, both of his hands on my hips as he peers at it over my shoulder.
Watching his reaction, I see how his expression softens. I can tell he remembers too. Some memories here weren’t the worst. Some of them are the best.
“Carter showed me the picture a couple of days ago when he was telling me about how him and Sebastian were so close growing up.” Aria’s voice grabs my attention. “He told me all about how you stole Sebastian’s heart. It was such a sweet story,” she says, and her voice is nearly singsongy.
I wonder which version of the tale she got, because I don’t remember it being “sweet” exactly.
“You drew it?” Bastian asks, and my mouth drops open when she nods.
“You’re so talented,” I comment.
“I’m so happy you love it,” she says cheerily, more at ease than she was a moment ago. “Carter thought you’d like it but … you know, he’s a guy and I think he likes to make me feel like I’m good at drawing, so he’d say just about anything to make me smile.”
“Is Carter your…?” I don’t finish, not sure if Carter’s married or dating. The least Sebastian could have done is told me that much.
“Oh,” her eyes widen and her gaze moves from me to Sebastian, then back to me. “I’m with Carter. I’m his … fiancée,” she tells me and when she says the last word, she smiles, a kind of sweet, innocent smile and then looks down at her hand. Her ring finger is barren. “No ring yet, it’s been a little crazy recently.”
“Let me take this to the kitchen. I’ve got to make a quick call and I’ll be right back,” Bastian says and without waiting for a response, he leaves the two of us. The kitchen is in the back of the house and I listen carefully as his footsteps disappear.
“Crazy, huh?” I prod, not wasting a moment to get details on what happened this past week while Sebastian was here and I wasn’t.
“We found out we’re expecting,” she says and lifting her voice a little higher, immediately tells me, “Congratulations, by the way.” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “I meant to say that first thing, but I swear my head isn’t on right.”
“First, thank you. And second, you can blame that on the baby now and for probably the next eighteen years or so I’ve heard.”
My comment makes her laugh again, and any bit of jealousy I had vanishes knowing she’s with Carter.
“Congratulations to you too,” I tell her and prod again, my left hand resting on the table, “I haven’t seen Carter in … gosh,” I blow a strand of hair from my face, remembering him as a sixteen-year-old kid, “in years.”
“Really?” she asks, seeming surprised. “Well, he has a lot of respect for you and for Sebastian. He speaks really highly of you two. And he seems really happy to have you two back.”
Guilt is what makes my smile slip the way it does. I feel it falter and I can’t stop it.
I know why we left, even though Sebastian doesn’t know that I know.
I know what happened when we took off too. What happened to Carter specifically.
“He’s a good guy,” I tell her and try to ignore the regret. If I’d known everything he’d go through at only sixteen and have to face alone because his best friend left, I would have made Sebastian come back. It’s ironic that I can admit that, yet coming back now, the thought never occurred to me.
“So, how far along are you?” I ask her, trying to hide everything I’m feeling, but she sees it just like Sebastian does, if her wary expression is anything to go by.
“Not far at all,” she tells me and offers a small smile as she touches her lower stomach. “We only just found out.”
With a nod, I acknowledge what she said, but new words fail me.
“You okay?” she asks with hesitancy.
“I just wish Sebastian would tell me why we’re here,” I blurt out the truth. “Why now?” I don’t bother keeping my voice low as I spill the truth to a perfect stranger.
“It’s funny how they keep things from us,” she says a bit lower, a bit more serious than she’s been, “as if we aren’t going to find out.” The small eye roll and shake of the head are meant to add humor, but I can see how she really feels in her eyes, in the way her smile struggles to stay where it is.
“Carter too, then?” I ask her, feeling the race in my pulse.
“He tried; I think he knows better now.” The moment the words leave her, she bites down on her lower lip and peeks over her shoulder at the door, as if he could come in any second. For a moment I think she’s worried he’d come here, worried he’d see her talking to me about him. But then she mutters, “He better know better now,” in a tone not meant to be negotiated.
“He’s an asshole sometimes,” she tells me, playing with the nonexistent ring missing from her finger. “He’s rough around the edges and difficult at times. But he loves me, and I told him I want to know what’s going on. Even if he thinks I shouldn’t know, not knowing makes it harder on me, you know? Which makes it harder on us.”
She’s saying every single thing that I could say right back to her.
“I told him, I’d let him know if I didn’t want to hear.” Again she looks over her shoulder, this time as if summoning him, but the man doesn’t show himself. “And if I want to know something, he answers. And I do the same for him.”
“Right.” I nod in agreement.
Her last sentence is spoken with finality. “Being raw and open is scary as fuck, especially in this life, but it’s the only way I know how to survive.”
Those words, each and every one, settle into the very marrow of my bones. “I don’t think I can stay here if Sebastian doesn’t tell me what’s going on,” I confess to her. Bastian isn’t anywhere to be seen or heard; I have no idea what he’s doing, but he needs to hear those words. “I’m afraid he’s going to choose this place over me, to be honest.” There’s the truth. The heart of the matter. He’s wanted to come back since the day we left, and now he’s done it, without my permission. If I say I don’t want this, I am certain he’s not going to choose me.
“Why would you say that? You’re all he talks about.”
“Because he’s been waiting for me to leave him for years. He’d let me walk away if he thought it was the right thing to do by me.”
“Do you want to walk away?” she asks.
“No,” I say, and the answer is easy. “I don’t even mind this place. It’s not what I was thinking when I told him I’d never come back. This isn’t Crescent Hills and I could be happy here. The only thing I really care about is that he’s not telling me what’s going on. And with the history of what happened before, I want to know. I don’t want to go crazy worrying.”
“I know that feeling,” she mutters beneath her breath. “What did he tell you?” she asks me, and I shake my head along with giving her a shrug.
Swallowing and feeling my dry throat tighten, I answer, “He said he wanted to come home. He said Carter needed him.” Every word feels drier and drier in the back of my throat. Like it’s suffocating me to tell this woman and admit how little he tells me. “I know something’s wrong,” I confess to her.
She only nods her head in response, her eyes darting behind me, but when I look she finally speaks. “He’s not there, I was just checking.”
Feeling an oncoming chill from the draft of the front door, my right hand absently rubs my opposite forearm.
“Do you know why he came back now?” I ask her and again, she nods and answers, “Yes.”
“Is it bad?” I question.
“The bad just passed, now it’s just waiting for things to settle, I think. There are some loose ends, but they’ll be tied up shortly.”
A beat passes, and the ticking in my chest speeds up, feeling each second slip by me faster and faster.
“I’m sorry, I’m a little guilty. Carter asked Sebastian to come back because of things with me, I would think. Things were the worst…” She trails off as her bottom lip wobbles, but she catches it between her teeth and swallows her words.
“Are you okay?” I ask her, feeling for the first time that she’s more like me than I could have ever known.
“I am. I am now,” she adds.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Maybe one day, but I don’t think today is a good time. I’m grateful Bastian came back. I’ll tell you that much. And if you’re worried, I wouldn’t be. But I really think you two should talk.” Her gaze again moves behind me, and this time I know he’s there. She lets her gaze linger and the floor softly creaks behind me.
“We should,” I answer and hear the floors protest once again, but still far behind me, maybe in the doorway. As if he’s stopped there and doesn’t dare to move any closer.
“Sorry to intrude… I just wanted to say ‘hi.’” She gives me a small smile and an odd wave before tucking her hair behind her ear and turning to leave.
“Thank you so much for the gifts.” My response is nothing but polite, even though inwardly I’m prepared for confrontation with the man standing behind me.
“If you ever want to hang out or just talk, I’m right there or happy to come over even.”
“I’m going to take you up on that,” I answer her and then watch her leave.





SEBASTIAN
“What did you two talk about?” I ask her before Aria’s even through the doorway. Anxiety spreads along my skin. I thought the two of them would hit it off. But the atmosphere in the foyer reminds me of a funeral home.
“About what’s going on.”
My pulse picks up. “And what is going on?” I ask her, swallowing thickly and refusing to believe Aria told her anything specific. Chloe’s pregnant, for fuck’s sake. She doesn’t need the stress or the fear. The last thing she needs to do is worry. I’ve got her.
“I don’t want to not address these things anymore. We need to talk about it.” Her words echo off the walls of the foyer as the door closes and the biting chill of the bitter weather joins us.
“What things do we need to talk about?” I ask her, as if I don’t know. There’s so much shit she doesn’t know. And if she learns the truth, how could I ever keep her?
The thought sends a prick down my neck that doesn’t stop until it reaches the base of my spine.
The uneasy feeling stays where it is when she turns around, staring into my eyes and swallowing thickly. “I want to know everything.”
The hell with that. “No.”
Her baby blues widen, the shock apparent. Even I’m surprised by the way the single word sounded so harsh. “You don’t need to know this shit.” I give her the simple explanation, and a light sparks in her eyes.
“It’s not about need, Bastian. It’s about want,” she grits out. “I love you and I’ll never stop loving you, but I hate how you think I’m so delicate and easily broken.” Her tone is severe and unrefined. “I deserve to know the truth.”
“The truth about what?” I ask again, knowing the one truth I will never tell her. Never.
“Everything,” she demands.
I was her savior. That’s how she looked at me. Like I was one of the good guys, and it did something to me. It made me a better man. I will never let her take that back, because I don’t know what will happen to me if she does.
My lips part, ready to give her a partial truth, enough to keep her at a distance. Something to satisfy her curiosity, but her bottom lip quivers and her arms cross, showing me her swollen stomach. She’s only just started to show.
“Tell me why you needed to come back right now,” she asks when I hesitate.
I question if Aria told her something I’ll have a hard time explaining, or if she told her anything. Fuck, what was I thinking leaving the two of them alone? “Carter was in trouble,” I start and she cuts me off.
“What kind of trouble?”
“The kind that wound up with a lot of people going to funerals this week,” I answer her sharply and wait for her reaction. I get none. Nothing. The blunt answer doesn’t faze her in the least.
“Why now?” she asks and when I feel a deep crease settling in my forehead, she elaborates. “Why didn’t you come back before? It’s obvious…” she hesitates, but doesn’t hold back when she continues, “It’s obvious he’s been putting people in the ground for a while now… yes?”
I nod, and my heart hammers. The skin across my knuckles draws tight as I flex my hands into fists and then relax them, thinking about all the shit that’s happened since we’ve been gone.
“He didn’t need me, but this time, it was important to him that he did everything he could…” I almost tell her how it was the first time he was fighting for something that mattered, but I don’t have to.
“Because of Aria?” she questions and again I nod.
It’s silent for a moment and I watch as the tension in her shoulders lessens. The hope that she’s been given just enough to drop it toys with me until she asks, “Did he need you to do what you used to do?”
I can barely nod in confirmation. Every muscle in my body is tight, waiting for her to run, to cower, to be afraid or angry or disgusted. I never liked the man I was without her, but it doesn’t change the fact that’s who I am. I can run away for years, but I’ll always be a murderer. I don’t want her to look at me that way. I don’t even know if she knows the extent of what I’ve done, both years ago and just last week. And what I’m willing to continue to do.
“Did you want to hurt them?” she asks quietly.
I answer her with questions of my own. “Why would I want to do this? Why would I want to hurt people?”
Another question is all I get. “Why wouldn’t you? That’s what you did before, and living out there, away from all this… nothing made you happy. You moved from job to job and you hated them all.”
“I was happy with you and bored with work… that’s life.”
“No,” she responds sharply, “you lost your passion.”
“I lost my family,” I correct her, raising my voice and stressing the statement. I feel the harsh words linger between us. The room feels colder than it ever has before. Anger simmers, although not for her; anger at my past, anger at this shit life I was dealt.
“You are my family, we are family. But Carter was too.”
She starts to speak, but her words turn to ghosts of thoughts as she stares back at me and starts to cry. “I wish we’d never left him behind,” she croaks and I swallow my confession that I wish we’d never left at all.
“Come here,” I say and hold her close, forcing her body to mold with mine. “I love you and I don’t want to see you like this.”
A shudder runs along her shoulders as she tries to calm herself down. Can’t she see this is the exact reason I don’t want to tell her these things? I don’t want her to live with the pain. I can bear it for the both of us.
As if reading my mind and finding fault in my conviction, she whispers against my chest, “I don’t want you to lie to me.” Her hot breath sends goosebumps down my skin in a wave.
“I don’t lie to you. I’ve never lied. I just keep some of this shit from you, so you don’t have to deal with it.” It’s a half truth. It’s always only a half truth.
“You don’t think I know? Or that I wouldn’t find out?” she questions as she lifts her gaze to me. Staring back at me are worry, sadness, and desperation even. And it stuns me.
“I know more than you think,” she says in my silence.
“I would never bring you into danger,” is all I can say, because it’s the only truth that matters to me anymore.
“Is that why you came up here before me? Because it was too dangerous?”
I almost lie, I almost hide it from her so she doesn’t have to know, but I can’t. “Yes.”
“Why not tell me?” she asks as if it’s that simple. As if I could risk her knowing who I am at my core and leaving me.
“I don’t want you to know. I want you to be happy and to trust that I’ll take care of it. All of it.”
“That’s not fair. I don’t want it to all lie on your shoulders. I want to help you. I want to be there for you.”
“You do help me, and you are there for me.”
“How can I, when I don’t know what you’re going through?”
“I just want you to love me.”
“You already know I do.”
“Show me. Kiss me. Kiss me like you love me.” I miss her kisses the most. When she’s angry and she’s holding back, I know she keeps them from me. And all I can think is that she must not need them like I do. She must not feel the same thing as I do when she lets me kiss her.
I can keep secrets so easily. But I can’t keep her touch as easily. I need to feel it every day. She makes me feel like it’s all worth fighting for.
“Kissing doesn’t make it better,” she says softly, but her gaze lingers on my lips and the fight in her cadence is weak at best.
“Fighting won’t either,” I answer her and that’s when her eyes lift to mine.
“Are you sure about that?” The seductive tone doesn’t go unnoticed, and neither does the challenge.
One large step is all it takes to dwarf her small frame under mine. She doesn’t back away, she doesn’t reach out to me, but her breathing quickens and her baby blues spark with a heat I’ve longed for.
“Kiss me, Chlo. Even if it doesn’t make it better, it’ll feel better, and that counts for something, doesn’t it? Life is what we feel. That’s what keeps us alive.”
Leaning forward, she places one hand on my chest, barely touching me, hesitant and careful. She stands on her tiptoes next, taking her time to plant the smallest of kisses against my lips. Her soft, feminine touch may feel like nothing to her as she brushes her lips against mine, but to me it’s everything, even if it’s only miniscule to her.
I can feel the faint wetness she leaves behind as she pulls away, her eyes still open. I can even hear her heart running wild so close to mine, no matter if she’s so restrained in front of me.
“There,” she whispers and tries to move back, but I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her in closer to me, forcing her breasts against my chest, her hips pressed to my thigh, and a small yelp of surprise slips from her.
“Again,” I command her, barely breathing. Moving my other hand to the small of her back, I keep her pinned to me. “Kiss me again.” Although my voice is strong and the words are a demand, both of us can hear my desperation, so why hide it? “I’m fucking begging you, Chlo,” I whisper the strangled truth.
It’s only a single beat, a single moment before she crashes her lips against mine, hungrily, greedily, searching for the same thing I need.
The feeling of being loved. Of knowing it and wanting nothing more than it. I could tell her a million times and she could do the same for me, but it’s only when we kiss like this, raw and with everything we have, that we can feel it burning in our blood.
Her nails dig into the back of my neck as she parts her lips and my tongue dives into her mouth, massaging hers with swift, powerful strokes.
Lifting her ass up with one hand, she wraps her legs around my waist and I don’t waste a single moment bringing her back to the sofa, knocking off the suitcase and placing my wife down in its place. She heaves in a breath when I finally pull away from her.
“Bastian,” she breathes my name, rather than the oxygen she needs. I barely get a glimpse of her as I rip my shirt off and I hate it. I hate that anything gets in the way of what we both need.
I’m savage as I rip her clothes from her, tearing down the front of her shirt and pulling her pants and panties down as if they’re scorching her skin and she’d be scarred if I didn’t remove them this instant.
Her panting, her soft moans, the way she lifts her hips to help me and then tears at the button on my jeans, it all fuels me to move faster, to eliminate everything that keeps us apart.
She stares up at me, watching as I kick off my jeans and then grip the top of the sofa as I move between her legs. “I love the way you kiss me.” That’s all she says.
Cupping her bare pussy, I find her wet and hot and wanting. Her lips form a perfect O, and her eyes go half lidded as I finger fuck her, bringing her closer to the edge but not letting her get off.
Her little whimper of protest makes me smile. Her pout, the way she wraps her leg around mine and then digs her heel into my ass… Fuck, everything about her makes me hard.
I wait for her eyes to find mine and hold her stare before telling her, “Don’t stop kissing me.”
She isn’t given the chance to answer, because I thrust myself inside her to the hilt, making her scream out in pleasure before slamming my lips against hers.
Our lips crash and our moans mingle in each other’s mouths as I thrust into her over and over again. Moving out slowly, ever so slowly to tease her and then pushing myself into her in one swift stroke. Each time her head begs to fall back, but she keeps her lips on mine, struggling to breathe, to move away from the intensity, to get closer and have more.
A cold sweat breaks out along every inch of my skin as I pick up my pace, ruthlessly fucking her and claiming her again and again until her tight cunt spasms around my length and I groan as I lose myself deep inside of her.
Even then, she doesn’t stop kissing me. Her body trembles under me and her nails scratch down my back, but her lips stay on mine. The two of us never parting, my Chloe Rose never leaving me. And we unravel together.
She’s still panting, still feeling the waves of aftershock when I pull out of her slowly and move quickly to get beneath her, laying her limp body on my chest to nestle beside her.
“I love you.” She doesn’t moan the words or whisper them, but they get lost in the air just the same.
I kiss her hair, her cheek, her shoulder until she brings her lips to mine and kisses me gently, but with undenied passion. And it’s only when she breaks the kiss that I tell her, I love her too.
I always have and I always will.
I don’t know that she’ll ever know just how much. She is my everything. My only. My hand moves to her belly, to the life we made together. I would do anything for my family. I will do anything and everything to make sure they will never have to be afraid. Our child won’t experience the same life we had.
I won’t allow it.
“What do you want to know?” I ask her, feeling her bare skin pressed against mine. Her hair slips through my fingers and I wait for her to ask any question and I’ll answer it. “I don’t want to lose you or lose this ever again, Chlo. If you need to know something, ask me. I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you anything.” I breathe in deep before confessing, “But you may not love me anymore when you hear the truth.”
“Sebastian, you’re crazier than I am if you think I could ever not love you. Right now I want to know where and when you’re working. I don’t like waking up alone.”
While kissing her hair and running my fingers down her back, I answer her, “I can show you one place I may be a lot.” She readjusts on the sofa, moving her small body so more of her is on top of me. I fucking love it. I love how she wants me and how she shows me that she does.
When she lifts her head, her brunette hair tumbles down her shoulder, exposing more of her and I lean forward to kiss that crook in her neck. “You love it when I kiss you here,” I whisper against her skin and she gives me a small, feminine moan of feigned protest.
With her hand splayed on my chest, she straightens and I’m forced to pull back. “I want two things,” she says, staring in my eyes.
“What two things?”
“Show me this one place. And tell me something you’ve done that you think will change things between us. Tell me the worst thing, Sebastian.”
I can’t; I won’t. I won’t willingly lose her like that.
Her baby blues are bathed in desperation when she tells me, “I want to show you what I think of that side of you. The side you like to pretend I can’t see.”





CHLOE
“ A club?” I say, and the humor of the word rests in its cadence. “Thought you were tired of clubs?” My brow arches as I look up at Bastian when he opens the doors to The Red Room for me. The second he does, the vibrations of the music hit me, and somehow the dim lighting feels even darker than the night behind us.
“It’s different when I’m not working in it,” he comments and I have to clarify, “So you’re not working here?” There’s a small sputter in my chest, afraid that he’s holding back. Afraid that he’s not going to hold up his end of the bargain. It doesn’t matter if he does or doesn’t; I’m ready to tell him what I know. And that I love him for it. I love my dark knight. He’s always been my hero.
His lips quirk up as he splays his hand on my lower back and leads me to the long L-shaped bar in the far right of the room. “Not exactly.” Although he’s casual, there’s a tightness in every small feature of his stance and the way he walks.
His answer is one he would have given me a week ago. Hell, even two days ago. He would have left it there, and I wouldn’t have had the balls to push for more. I would have let the unsettling feeling push us farther apart.
Not tonight though, not as we brush by the crowded room, past high tables and men and women whose outfits range from both custom suits and short dresses, to tattered jeans and thin white tank tops. “I’m working with the Cross brothers, and Jase owns this place, so if he needs me here, I may be here, but I won’t be the bouncer or bartender.”
His eyes hold a brightness, even though they’re dark and in them I see the reflection of the bottles that line the bar, and more, so much more.
Passion, desire, a challenge, and … purpose.
It’s disconcerting in some ways as I take a seat at the bar, sitting down on the leather stool. I could never give him this. I don’t want him to fight, but that’s what dark knights are meant to do.
“You want anything to eat?” he asks me and I shake my head, telling him I just want a cranberry juice. He signals for the bartender easily, but I can tell he’s on edge like I am. On edge that the wall of mistruths and hidden secrets is breaking down between us.
“Bastian,” the bartender greets him and then turns to me. “You must be Chloe,” he says without missing a beat. With his sleeves rolled up and his tattoos showing on his forearms, the man looks deadly, even if he’s smiling at me. Italian. Dominating. And sexy as hell.
“Sebastian’s told me all about you and the little addition,” he says, and his eyes drift lower as he searches for the baby bump. “Congratulations,” he tells me.
“Thank you,” I respond but I don’t even know his name, and I could cringe at that. I know so little. I don’t know anyone here, but that’s going to change. Sebastian’s only been here a week longer than me, but it’s obvious that he belongs here. That he’s welcome here.
There’s a small piece of me that wants to be welcome here too. For once in my life.
“Chloe, this is Seth,” Bastian tells me and Seth smiles broad and wide.
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” he tells me and then someone calls for his attention, taking him away but not before Bastian orders his beer and my drink.
“He works with Jase.”
“Well obviously, since this is his bar.”
“No, I mean…” Sebastian trails off and runs his hand along the back of his head. “Seth likes being behind the bar when he’s not working. But he works really close with Jase,” he tells me and then pauses. Even the music pauses a beat, as if to let the words sink in.
“What does he do?” I ask, and Bastian reaches for his beer. I turn around to thank Seth, seeing my drink right next to my hand for the first time. I hadn’t realized he set it there, but he’s already moved on to someone else.
“He does a lot of things. Whatever needs to be done. Fixes situations that get out of hand.”
“You like him?” I ask, letting my finger sit on the rim of the glass. It slides along the edge and I wonder if it makes a sound given that the edge is wet, but it doesn’t matter. The club is so loud, the soft sound would drown in it. Bastian nods, not showing me any emotion on his face, but steadfastly observing my reaction.
“Is that what you do too?” I ask him, not sure if I really want to know, but I damn well know that I want him to know I’ll still love him regardless.
“No.” Bastian takes a drink and then tells me, “I’ll be staying with Carter, going places with him to make sure things go down the way they’re supposed to.”
“Situations?” I ask and before he can even say “yeah” again, I ask, “Like what you used to do?” His tax returns said he was a butcher for Romano, but the scars on his knuckles say otherwise.
This time he only nods, his lips pressed in a tight line. “If it needs to be handled. Yes. I handle it.”
“So you’re the muscle,” I comment and take a sip of the bittersweet drink. I appreciate having to be sober for this. It’s surprising how it doesn’t bother me. How it even excites me. That’s what surprises me the most.
“I know it’s not what you thought I’d be doing when we settled down.” He starts to talk, and I don’t bother to let his mind wander down that path.
“I never thought I could tame you, Sebastian Black. I never wanted to either.”
“Tame?” he says and huffs a humorless laugh. He swallows thickly, staring at the ring of bubbles on the edge of his glass as he adds, “I just want you to know … who I am.”
“I’ve always known who you are.”
Shaking his head slightly, he stares blankly ahead. “I’ve hurt a lot of people,” he tells me in a voice so cold and low, as if I still don’t get it.
“You killed them. You didn’t just hurt them; you killed them.”
The club life seems to get louder, but it bleeds together when he looks at me with that intense icy gaze.
“I know what you did,” I choke out, needing to finally tell him the truth. “When we left, I know what you had to do before we could leave. I heard you talking about it on the phone.”
“What?” Disbelief lays in the breathy syllable. His stern gaze hardens; the depths of the man he is showing. And I love it. I love this side of him. Dare I say, I may even love this side of him more. Not because I love what he does, or the actions. But because he’s willing to risk everything to fight for what he believes in. I don’t know what Carter’s gotten himself into, but back when we were only kids, Sebastian did something I know I never could. He made an injustice just.
“We hadn’t been gone long, maybe a few weeks?” The words race from me, so willing and eager to finally be heard. “Something happened with Carter and you wanted to go back. I thought we were coming back here, but we didn’t. They told you not to. You were talking to someone about the people who were murdered, about the list … about Marcus.”
“Chlo.” Bastian says my name like he’s daring me to tell him it’s a lie, but the words keep running from me, running away like we did all those years ago.
“And when you came back to the bedroom, I waited for you to tell me what had happened. I wanted to know if Carter was all right. And you didn’t say a word.” Tears blur my vision, but I don’t cry. “You never told me anything, even though I knew you were hurting.”
“All I needed was you and you didn’t need to know,” he tells me in a single breath, the impact of my confession hitting him and turning his jaw hard.
“Did you think I wouldn’t love you anymore for it, Bastian? Did you think I would leave you?”
“Chloe,” he says, my name strained like it hurts him to say it.
“You would have never told me, and I get why. I get it.”
I don’t wait for him to respond before I continue on.
“And what you did after. When someone came for us.” I barely get the words out, because I know that night changed him. It was right after he got the call about Carter, so we’d been gone maybe three weeks, constantly moving from place to place, not stopping anywhere. “The night after you got that call, there was a knock on the door.”
“Chloe, don’t.” Bastian’s words are only a breath of a wish. A wish to not just keep me safe, but to make it so I don’t even know about the danger. It’s an impossible task and he needs to know that, even if that means he thinks he failed me.
“I was awake when you grabbed the gun. And I hate that I pretended to be asleep. I know that’s what you wanted, you didn’t want me to know.”
“It was Romano. I knew he’d send someone.”
“And I heard everything.” I whisper the confession that tears down the wall of pretenses between us. “I heard you nearly beat him to death, I heard the message you told that prick to give to Romano…” I swallow my words about how I heard him in the bathroom, cleaning up the mess and trying to hold back his own emotions. There’s more than anger and rage inside of him. The fear that he couldn’t protect me was almost palpable. “I was there behind the door with your other gun, Bastian. I was ready to fight with you, but you’ve never wanted that.”
“No, Chloe-”
I cut him off before he gets carried away, before he can focus on something other than the problem that’s keeping a wedge between us. “I don’t want to be in this world, Sebastian. I belong here nonetheless, and I don’t want to fight. But I won’t be left in the dark, and I don’t want you to think that I shouldn’t know the truth or that when the time comes, I wouldn’t be able to be at your side. I know it’s my fault to let you think I don’t know what you do… but you need to talk to me. I need to know what’s going on.”
His head falls back and the air leaves him as I grip his hand and beg him to listen to me. “It’s one thing to let my mind run wild and think these things. It’s another for me to know it. But Sebastian, I know. I know you.” He turns to look at me as my last word cracks. I whisper, “How could I not?”
“You were never supposed to find out,” he finally speaks, looking away from me and staring straight ahead, failure clearly written in his gaze.
I have to stop and take a drink, calming myself down. I thought letting the words out would feel freeing, but that’s not at all what this feels like. Instead it feels like the unraveling I’ve been terrified of all this time.
“Did you keep it a secret because you wanted to protect me? Or because you wanted me to think you wouldn’t do something like that?”
“Both,” he answers me sincerely, looking me in the eyes.
“Well you protected me, and I love you regardless.”
My chest rises and falls quicker, and I can’t shake this nervousness, not until he asks me with a rawness in his throat, “You know that I love you more than anything. That I would be anyone you need me to be?”
“You don’t need to change who you are, but you need to tell me if that’s why we’re back.”
“It doesn’t have to do with that. Romano’s still here, but not for long.”
“Then why?” I ask him, even though I think I already know. “There was a note?” My assumption brings his icy blue stare to mine.
“From Marcus. He warned me that Carter needed me and that we needed him.” His gaze drops to my belly and he squeezes my hand. “I would never let anything happen to you, Chlo, and I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t think we needed to be.”
“Marcus said we needed Carter?” I clarify, feeling a wave of anxiety run through me.
"If it was only about Carter, we never would have come here. You know it had to be about you.”
His words sink in slowly. Even after so much time, there’s still a mark on my husband, a mark on me in return. “Can you trust Marcus?” I ask him, focusing on the fact that we’re here; we’re safe. And that Bastian will never let anything happen to me or our child.
“No,” he says, and the answer is simple. He leans forward, pulling me into him and giving me a comfort I didn’t realize I needed this badly. “But he was right about Carter and he’s the reason why Romano’s men never came back. I should listen to his warning rather than regret not doing everything I can. If anything ever happened to you, or our little one, I wouldn’t be able to survive, Chlo.”
I have to keep my breath steady; I have to keep telling myself that we’re safe now.
“No one is going to hurt us here. This place is changing. Carter and his brothers are taking it over. We can’t let it stay what it was, Chlo; you know what happened to us, what it was like living here.”
“I know,” I whisper, hearing the pain etched in his words, but also the fight. To fight what’s wrong in the lowest and most depraved ways. To use violence and force in a world that’s nothing but merciless.
“It’s not our fight anymore, but that doesn’t mean we should stand back and do nothing.”
“Leaving this place wasn’t doing nothing,” I tell him and remember the pain, the fear, the courage it took to leave everything behind. But even as they leave my lips, I doubt the truth of the words I’ve spoken, because they were said out of fear.
“I didn’t say that it was. But now, I know we can do more. I can feel it, Chlo. I’m supposed to be here right now.” Taking my hands into his, the rough pads of his thumbs rub soothing circles on the back of my knuckles. Staring deep into his eyes and knowing that I see him for who he is and he sees me just the same, knowing that settles the harsh memories that creep up at the reminder of what used to be.
“I just don’t want you ….” He pauses to lick his lower lip and exhale a heavy breath. “I don’t want you to think I’m…” His words are lost in the air in between us. “That I’m-”
“All you will ever be, Bastian, is mine. You are mine. Just like I’m yours. I made my life knowing that’s who I was, and who I wanted to be.” It takes more than I realized to admit the words out loud. “I don’t want to be anything else and as long as you are mine, that is exactly who you will be to me.” Pulling my right hand from his grasp, I cup the side of his jaw in my palm and feel the rough stubble as my thumb runs along his chin. “You’re okay with being mine still, aren’t you?” I whisper the question. It’s so soft, it’s nearly drowned out by the sounds around us.
“You’re too good for me, Chlo.” His hand covers mine and I can see in the depths of his eyes he doesn’t believe that something so simple is all I need.
“It’s all I’ve ever needed,” I speak without thinking, without processing anything at all. “I wasn’t whole until I had you, and I don’t want to be anything but yours. I don’t care if you believe the truth or not, it’s still true.”
“It’s the truth that worries me.”
“The truth is you’re a good man who does bad, bad things.” As Bastian pulls my hand away from his jaw, I can hear him swallow. I can practically feel it myself—the hard, aching truth that I do think what he does is wrong. And I do. On some level. But there’s so much wrong in this world, I can’t be bothered to let it destroy what I value most of all. “And you’re mine. The only truth I just said that matters at all, is the last one.”
“You still love me?” he asks as if it’s a real question.
Letting a playful smile show, I tease him, staring at his lips as I say, “I love the way you kiss me.” For the first time in so long, my heartbeat slows when I look back up at Bastian; it pitter-patters, it dances, it’s desperately finding a new beat. It’s when his eyes glance at my own lips that I realize it’s been trying to beat in tandem with his.
The kiss he plants on my lips, with his hands barely holding on to mine, is soft and sweet. Everything turns to white noise and I know for a fact, this moment will last forever. To me, to anyone who ever steps foot here. They will feel it. They must. Because the world moves around us differently, refusing to let this moment go on as if it’s meant to blend in, or meant to be forgotten.
My eyes are still closed when he pulls away. With a deep breath in and then out, I finally open them.
“I love falling in love with you,” I whisper and barely notice how the world moves again around us.
I swear a blush colors my husband’s face. It looks good on him; for all his tough exterior, a hint of vulnerability looks damn good.
He reaches up for the beer on the bar, but doesn’t let go of my left hand and I don’t move my right from his lap.
With an asymmetric grin he asks me casually, “You weren’t already in love with me?” He can try to hide it all he wants, but I know there’s a hint of fear beneath his words. How could this man ever think I didn’t love him?
“I’ve loved you every day since that kiss,” I confess to him as he lifts up the beer. When my words hit his ears, he sets the glass back down onto the bar. Staring at it, and listening as I tell him, “I love you every day and in every moment, but falling in love is something you can do over and over again.”
“I want to fall in love with you every chance I get,” he tells me and his voice is deep and rough, laced with a sinful desire and something else. Something pure and good. The need to be loved and to feel worthy of being loved.
Even as I bite down on my bottom lip, I smile genuinely. Snaking my ankle behind his muscular leg, I lean into him and whisper, “Then let’s do it every day.”
He takes a swallow of his beer before kissing me again, teasing me and I love it. He tastes like wheat IPA and something dangerous, something too tempting to ever resist.
I don’t lean back as I catch a glimpse of Carter from the corner of my eye. Sebastian follows my gaze and we both watch him enter a locked door, guarded by two men who open it for him.
“I haven’t said hi to Carter yet,” I admit and wonder what that will be like. He’s changed. We all have.
“That’s his brother Jase,” Bastian corrects me and I huff out a breath. “They did all used to look alike,” I muster up the excuse, but Bastian doesn’t seem to care. He takes my hand and my attention with it.
“Just don’t stop loving me.”
“I’ll always love you.” I speak clearly, very aware of the moment and where we are. “But don’t hide anything from me. I can’t live like that again. And I don’t want to keep anything from you like I kept that secret.”
“I have a lot to tell you then.” He exhales the words. “Are you sure you want to know this?” he asks again and I just barely nod, giving him my consent to bring me into this place.
“It’s not an easy story to tell,” he admits to me and I already know he’s telling the truth. This world is cruel and unforgiving, just as lawless as it is tragic.
“I want to know.”
“Then let’s start with Carter’s story. Just promise me you’ll still love me after this?”
“You’re crazy to think I could ever not love you, Bastian. Today, tomorrow, forever.”
I stare into his eyes when I speak to him, making him feel the depths of my conviction. I love this man and all he is. All that matters is that he loves me the same and that we’ll be together.





SEDUCTIVE



DANIEL & ADDISON: EPILOGUE
He’s forbidden, dangerous, and everything that’s bad for me. More than that, the life he leads is exactly why I’d been on the run.
The seductive and powerful air around him is what drew me in, the reminder of what could have and should have been years ago.
His dark gaze riddled with desire could always see through me. Deep down to the core of what I craved most. To be his.
And so I agreed. I came back. I chose him even when I knew I shouldn’t.
If only it were so easy to forget the past. If only our mistakes didn’t hold on to us, harder and more violently than we could hold on to each other.

Seductive is an extension of Addison and Daniel’s story, Possessive.





ADDISON
I knew when I came back here that I was making a choice. I was choosing Daniel over everything. Over the life I’d live without him and where I’d live it — far away from here and these memories.
Men like him come with those kinds of complications.
Men like him are… There are many words I could use to describe him. The most fundamental statement, though, is so easily admitted and it’s the very reason I chose him.
Men like him need to be loved or the damage will consume them. More than anything. In this cruel world he’s cemented into, with a tragic past and ruthless tasks ahead, he needed to be loved. He still does…
My gaze lingers on what looks like carrots or sweet potatoes, some sort of orange mush in tiny little glass jars. The packs are stacked high on the shelf. The black and white silhouette of a smiling baby stares back at me and I have to push my cart forward, listening to the quiet squeaks of the turning wheels as I think about how I ended up here.
I was reckless, that’s how.
Grocery shopping with Daniel wasn’t one of the things I was considering when I returned to where I grew up. I was thinking of the drugs, the violence, his brothers, and how powerful they’ve become. It wasn’t like this back then. Not at all. It wasn’t this bad. Back then, I thought they’d grow out of it one day. At least that’s what I’d hoped. I didn’t think they’d eventually come to rule this merciless world.
It’s all surreal. Every day since I’ve been back has brought a fear and tension that’s seeping into my every waking moment.
He knows. That’s why I’m here.
Shopping for milk and orange juice feels like a sham. Like for a moment, I can maybe pretend this past week didn’t happen. As if the white noise from the man on the intercom can drown out the sounds of the last six months.
“Feel like you’re playing house, now?” Daniel quips as I stop and watch him settle a jar of salsa, two bags of tortillas, and a case of something else into the half-full cart. His tone is optimistic.
“I didn’t say ‘playing house,’” I correct him and note how cold it feels along with how dull my heart beats.
I wish I could fix my face right now; I wish I could smile and pretend like it’s all fine, like they all do, but it’s not and I’m finding it difficult to hide it from him. Especially after what just happened. I could deal with it; I was dealing with it. But things change. And the past month changed everything.
He doesn’t hide a damn thing from me anymore, so it’d be unfair to hide from him. But what’s left for him to see isn’t what I want to be there.
I’m still staring blankly at the case beneath the bags of chips when his muscular forearm cuts off my vision. His strong hand wraps over mine on the handle of the cart and his other grips my chin, lifting it up. I have to look away from his rolled-up sleeve and into his dark eyes. With his rough stubble in need of a shave, and his hair messy on top, he looks as rough as I feel. Rough looks damn sexy on Daniel Cross though. It always has; it’s who he’s meant to be.
“I know it’s been hard,” he says, and his voice is low and calm, his gaze soft and comforting.
“Hard?” I force a smile to my lips as the bottom one wobbles and he looks past me, dropping his grip on my chin. I’m quick to reach out and take his hand though. I just need to feel him. “I’m sorry,” I tell him quickly. That’s what I am: sorry, pathetic, weak. The list goes on. I knew what he had become. What they had become. And I still chose to come back. I did this. It was my fault. But a lie slips out instead. It’s easier to deal with it if I lie to myself the way he lies to me. “I didn’t know what I was coming back to and it’s been…”
“Hard,” he answers for me.
“Stressful,” I correct him and the tension grows tenfold between us. I look up to my right when I notice motionless figures and feel their eyes on us. My own are pricking, distraught from what’s happened and how much I’m losing.
I can hear the harsh swallow Daniel makes and I watch the cords in his neck tighten as he holds my hand in his. He lifts my hand to his lips and then kisses my knuckles. One by one.
“It’ll be okay,” he whispers against my skin, and all the warmth from those words travels through me, calming me. Making me feel lighter, as if I believe him wholeheartedly.
It doesn’t change what happened.
Nothing can ever change what happened, but we have a choice about how we handle it. I’m starting to think I made the wrong one.
That’s why I hold his hand longer than he holds mine. That’s why I stand there watching him leave when he tells me he’s getting the rest of what’s on the list and says for me to just get the bread. I don’t miss the depth in his eyes, the distance that lingers. Every day, he’s farther away from me. He knows. He can feel it too. It’s like the slow unraveling of thick twine. It’s obvious and torturous to watch.
It wasn’t this way when we were just teenagers. It wasn’t like this at all.
The power he and his brothers now have comes with violence I’ve never seen before and a harshness that’s required to survive. Shopping for fucking groceries is his way of showing me it’s normal, it’s okay, that life is more than that brutal side of the Cross brothers and what they do.
I can’t look past the darkness though. It’s never going to feel “okay.” This sense of danger that lingers in my blood is always going to be there.
I have to find my place with it. That’s not something he can help me with. I have tried. I thought I was there. I was wrong.
It’s caused damage I can’t take back. That’s what hurts the most. I can’t take this last month back.
“You all right?” A deep baritone voice from behind me startles me. With a quick intake of breath and my hand reaching up to my rapidly beating heart, I turn around to see a man standing there. He’s older, maybe in his late forties. Kind eyes with gentle lines surrounding them meet mine.
It takes me a moment to realize when he arches his brow that he’s waiting for my response.
With a few blinks to bring my mind back to the present and a shake of my head, I tell him, “Fine, sorry.”
I push my cart forward thinking I’m blocking his path, but he doesn’t have a cart and he doesn’t seem to have any intention to move either. His boot-clad feet are firmly planted and my eyes move from them, up his dark-wash jeans and button-down white shirt to his questioning gaze.
“I’m fine.” My voice is stern and carries a harshness I don’t like to use with strangers when I repeat myself; this guy needs to stay the hell out of my business.
When he crosses his arms, I can tell he has some muscle to him. The cotton fabric tightens around his biceps, just as my hands do on the handle of the cart. There’s an air to him that changes, a knowingness about him that sends a chill down my spine.
It’s a look I recognize. It’s a look I don’t like. The type of look that makes me want to run.
“I don’t think you are fine,” he challenges and the bitterness of having this man judge me creeps into the snide response I’m ready to spit out at him. He continues, stopping my words and any breath I was daring to take. “I know he’s a murderer. I know he killed your foster father. And it looks like you’re having a difficult time dealing with things… just from my perspective, Miss Fawn.”
That prick that has crawled slowly down my spine flows over my body in a single wave, nearly buckling my knees. I can feel the color drain from my face. Slowly, just like the twine fraying and unraveling. I don’t know who this man is, but I know damn well I shouldn’t be talking to him.
I have to concentrate on keeping my breathing steady — in and out — and focus on not reacting.
Murderer.
My foster father.
Daniel didn’t kill him.
My eyes dart to the man and I try to hold his prying gaze.
My head wants to shake just slightly, it wants to deny what he’s saying, but it can’t. I can’t react. I can’t show him a damn thing.
Daniel didn’t murder him though. That happened years ago. Before I ever even thought of leaving this place, before everything else happened. I want to speak the words, the need to defend Daniel pushing the words toward the tip of my tongue.
I bite down on the inside of my cheek instead, screaming in my head to stay silent. But silence brings questions. Not just mine but also this man’s.
I’ve never questioned my foster father’s death. It was a burglary. That’s what the news said.
The Cross brothers are good at covering things up. I’ve heard and seen things though. Especially recently.
I know what Daniel’s capable of and what he’ll do out of anger. I know he loved me back then. What my foster father did… That’s the second reason I stay bitterly quiet, even as the questions choke me. I hate even thinking of that man. I was only a child and he was a predator. I’d rather spit on his gravestone than mention his name.
The third reason I keep biting the inside of my cheek until I taste a tinge of blood is the most important. The man who stands silent in front of me knows more than I do. I may be the sorry excuse for a woman Daniel’s chosen to be his wife, but I’m not stupid. I’m smart enough to know when to keep my mouth shut. So I do. I stand there, waiting to see if a threat comes.
Near silence reigns with only the steady hum of the coolers behind us as I stare back at him.
After a moment, his lips kick up into an asymmetric smile. “Did you not know?” he questions but doesn’t wait for a response. “Maybe you didn’t know then, but you know now.” His eyes narrow as he nods, persuading me to believe him.
“Who are you?” It’s the first question I imagine Daniel asking when I tell him what happened.
“Cody Walsh. Your boyfriend knows who I am.”
“Fiancé,” I correct him.
His forehead scrunches when he stares down at my hand, the one lacking a ring, and subconsciously, my thumb runs over my ring finger.
“Congratulations,” he comments. His demeanor has completely changed with every passing minute that he scrutinizes me, trying to determine where my place is in this world.
Truth be told, I have no idea what he’ll find; I’m still trying to figure that out myself.
“Addison Fawn … soon-to-be Addison Cross,” he says but doesn’t infuse any type of emotion into the statement. It’s only matter-of-fact. “Any relation to Bethany Fawn?”
Confusion travels over my face as I try to recall a Bethany of any sort.
“Oh, you don’t know that either? She’s the woman Jase, your fiancé’s brother, has been seeing.” Again, I don’t answer, and I try to keep from giving him any response in my expression. He only smirks as he walks past me, letting me know to tell Daniel he said hi.
“Will do,” I manage to bite out without an ounce of resentment as I accept his challenge.
I didn’t know Daniel’s brother was seeing anyone. I sure as hell don’t know a Bethany Fawn. Apparently, I don’t know a lot of things.
What I do know is already destroying me.





DANIEL
A  hint of lemon in the wood polish invades my lungs as I breathe in deep, gripping the armrests of the wingback chair.
I can’t look at my brothers, neither of them. I’m breaking down. The farther away Addison is, the worse I crumble. If they look too closely, if I speak too loudly, they’ll see every fucking crack.
Too bad I can’t help myself during this bitch of a conversation.
“We have a soft truce.” Carter’s voice is calm, but he knows my reaction will be anything but.
“Fuck that,” I say, letting the darkly spoken words fall without looking at either him or Jase. I stare past my brother and into the woods that line the property through the paned window behind him. The shades of green blur as my blood heats with anger.
“He stays out of our way and we give him details. That was the truce.” Carter speaks in time with the tapping of the pen in his hand on the desk.
“Going up to Addison and scaring her isn’t exactly staying out of our way.”
“He scared her?” he questions me and I don’t have time to push out the snide remark: How the fuck else should she feel?
“Maybe we pissed him off with the last deal? We didn’t exactly keep our word,” Jase says carefully, and I can feel him watching me, gauging my reaction with every syllable, but I use everything in me to stay still and not give them any more than I already have.
Leaning forward, my throat is dry as I speak clearly to both of them. “He walked up to my soon-to-be wife. He tried to get to her, to get in her head.” My back hits the chair as I force myself to stay seated and not turn over every piece of furniture in my brother’s office. “He left like a coward before I could get my hands on him. I want his fucking head!” My pulse races as I lose control with the last sentence.
We own this town. We own the cops.
Cody Walsh is supposed to be easy. He’s supposed to be predictable. All that went to shit last month. Just like everything else.
Carter ignores me, or at least he ignores my anger to instead direct his comments to Jase. “If Walsh is pissed about what we did, he’ll get over it. We do what we have to.” Facing me and hardening his voice, he asks me, “What exactly did he say to her?”
“That we killed that prick. That he knows I’m a murderer and he knows she’s not okay.”
“That’s how he said it?”
Carter’s constant questioning makes me inhale sharply as I straighten my shoulders and stare him down, not giving him a single word in response. Not trusting myself to speak.
“He still needs us.” Carter speaks first.
“And we still need him,” Jase reminds us all. It’s his ass on the line. This is all his fault. His sloppy choices made us take the deal with Walsh.
Although Carter’s talking to Jase, the statement is directed at me. “Until we find the footage he’s blackmailing you with, his head stays on.”
My blunt nails tap along the polished wood in a soothing rhythm, so at odds with what I feel. “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime? Let him scare her? Let him get to her?”
“No,” both Jase and Carter say at the same time. My eyes dart between the two of them, judging their response for sincerity until I can nod.
With my thumb brushing against the fleshy tips of my fingers, I ask Carter, my older brother and the one I rely on in order to move forward every day in this shit of a mess we’ve gotten ourselves into with a dirty cop, “What can I do?” I feel weak asking them rather than acting. I hate this and I know they can feel the turmoil rolling off of me in waves as I close my eyes and try to loosen my tight throat. “I need something to give her. Something to make all this better.” There’s nothing to make it better, a voice hisses inside my head and I lean forward, burying my face in my hands. I grit out the words between my clenched teeth as I add, “I fucking hate this.”
“For now, I’ll remind Walsh that our women will be respected and they stay out of it—”
“She said…” I have to swallow the hard lump in my throat before continuing as I stare past him again at the ambers and emeralds of the trees. “She said he seemed concerned, then he was… gauging her. He’s trying to flip her.”
“Concerned?”
“She isn’t handling the recent events well.” I can barely get out the words. Each syllable claws the back of my throat before it’s spoken. “He approached her, she said, because she didn’t look like she was doing well.”
The leather behind Carter groans and protests as he readjusts in his chair opposite the desk from me.
“If he thinks she’s a weak spot, he’s wrong,” I tell him and there’s more defensiveness in my cadence than I wanted. “She would never tell anyone anything.”
“No one thinks she would.”
“That’s why he brought up the foster fuck? You think he was gauging her to see if it was true? To see if she knows anything?” Jase asks.
“That’s what she thinks,” I answer him. “If he’s trying to get more dirt on us, we need to end this now. Finish him.”
“He can’t know for sure about her foster father, how many fucking years ago was it? And Addison would never give anything up.”
“How did he know?” I question them. It happened a decade ago. No one ever knew. It was only us.
“Forensics, maybe evidence.” Jase sounds suspicious but shakes his head at the thought and shrugs as he adds, “Maybe word on the street, but I don’t see how.”
“He’s bluffing. He had a hunch and he’s testing us to see if we’ll play into his hands.”
It’s quiet as the information is digested. This balancing act is getting harder and harder. What was once planks of wood feels like a thin tightrope now.
Carter takes a deep inhale before speaking. “Let’s make him feel comfortable. That’s the only way we can use him until we’re safe to get rid of him.”
Make him feel comfortable… I’m seething inside. This isn’t the way things used to be. It’s complicated and every move we make only gets us deeper and deeper into bed with the devil.
“Did you tell Addison about her father—” Carter starts to ask, but stops and corrects himself. “Foster father?”
I simply nod before replying, “Last night when she told me.”
I remember the way she couldn’t look me in the eyes before I told her. The way she turned her back to me to go to the bathroom. The way her knuckles turned white as she stood there gripping the doorknob, not moving but not asking. She wanted to know, but she knows better than to ask. That’s what we decided. I tell if she asks, but she never asks. She doesn’t want to know. “I told her because I thought she’d want to know the truth.”
“It’s been years.”
“A decade.”
“She never even considered it was us back then.” I repeat my thoughts, but out loud now. “No one did.”
“What did she say?” Jase questions, concern clearly written on his face.
The vision returns to me of her eyes closing slowly, her chin dropping as she took in a shuddering breath. Her response came out as nothing but a whisper and then she closed the door to the bathroom, leaving me sitting there, watching the glass knob and wishing it had been my hand she was holding when I confessed.
“She said, ‘thank you,’” I tell them.
“Do you think she gave anything away to Walsh?”
“No,” I say and my answer is hard as I glare at Jase. He stares back, unmoving, but there’s sympathy in his expression.
“He can’t prove anything,” Carter says between us, cutting through the thinly veiled tension.
“Since when do we let someone make us feel threatened?”
“Since he has evidence that will put me away for life,” Jase answers me. “We tread carefully until Declan can find something on him and get rid of every shred of proof Walsh has.”
“He’s digging into everything he can so we’ll work with him,” Carter says, then clears his throat and sits back farther in his chair. “I’ll send him a message, letting him know not to go near Addison and that his concern is unwarranted.”
“A message?”
“It’s the safe—”
Anger forces me to rise from my seat. “A fucking message?”
“Calm down.”
“You aren’t the one who lost a baby! I lost my child.” The strength in my voice is all but forgotten as I voice it for the first time. They already know, but I haven’t said it yet. I haven’t had the audacity to breathe that truth to life. “Your wife is still pregnant. Mine isn’t.” Everything cracks. The air, my voice, my damn insides shatter to brittle shards.
They sit there in silence as I slowly retake my seat. Just breathe. Calm down. How can I do either when everything is falling apart?
Jase’s firm hand squeezes my forearm as he tells me, “I know it’s difficult on her; we need to keep her safe and protected.”
“It was stress. That’s what the doctor said. She lost the baby and this bullshit isn’t stopping. It’s getting worse.”
All that surrounds me is silence. All that lingers inside of me is guilt. I don’t know how to fix this, and I don’t think anyone else knows either.
“She isn’t supposed to know anything. That was our deal. But she sees how tense everyone is. She knows how much danger we’ve been in. She’s witnessed shit firsthand… I don’t think she can handle this. She wasn’t supposed to know any details. That’s what she wanted.” The admission flows from me like a Catholic at church. Safe in the confessional, waiting to hear my penance, praying for it all to be okay. Just tell me what to do to make it all right.
“Maybe that’s the problem,” Carter suggests, and I lift my blurred gaze to his dark one.
“What?” At least my question is presentable.
“Maybe she should know,” Jase says before Carter. “Maybe if she knew details, she’d feel like she has more control. Control is a damn good way to deal with stress. Even if it’s only in details and not action.”
I don’t have time to answer; a knock at the door interrupts the conversation. It’s a soft rap, quick but firm.
Before Carter can tell whoever it is to come in, the heavy door creaks open, bringing with it the light from the hall, and Addison’s shadow spills into the room before she does. Her hand stays on the edge of the door when she asks, “Is it all right if I come in?”
My brothers don’t answer for me, but I nod once.
The room’s so quiet I can practically hear her swallow as she steps into it, not shutting the door for privacy. “I just remembered something. Something I didn’t tell you.” Our eyes lock as she wrings her fingers around one another. Her hair’s still damp from the shower, making it look darker than her dirty-blonde should be. Her lack of sleep is just as evident. Still, she’s beautiful.
She clears her throat, staring at the intricately woven rug beneath the desk and stopping a small distance from me in her bare feet.
Her small form clothed in loose pajamas is at odds with the three of us. She belongs here though. She is my counterpart in every way. I only wish I didn’t hurt her like I do.
“He brought up my last name,” she finally says clearly. Her admission makes a deep crease settle in my forehead.
“Fawn?” I question and that gets Jase’s attention.
She nods, glancing between Jase and me. “He asked if I was related to Bethany.” She speaks directly to Jase as if he’d have an answer, but he wears the same expression I do.
“I never really knew my family, so… I don’t know.” The insecurity in her tone is undeniable, as is her curiosity.
“You should ask her,” Jase comments. “We can have dinner tomorrow night.”
“That would be good for us,” Carter agrees. “I’ll ask Aria if she’s up for cooking.” All the while I stare at Addison, waiting for her to give me some sign that she’s all right.
Anything. I need something from her.
“I’ll ask her,” Addison quickly speaks up, then adds, “I’d like to talk to her anyway.” A weak smile lingers on her lips as my brothers nod in agreement. It’s quiet for a moment and I can see the questions in her eyes.
“Anything else?” I prod.
“Were you talking about Walsh?”
My brothers stay quiet. They handle their relationships the way they want and I do the same. I seem to be the only one failing though. “Do you want in on the details?” I always ask. She knows when something’s wrong, when I’m worried. When things have gone to shit. I’d never make her an accessory, but I’ll give her what I can if she wants it.
“No,” she answers, and her smile turns tight, forming a straight line before she drops her hands to her sides and says she’ll head out to talk to Aria.
“How are you doing, Addie?” Jase asks her before she can leave.
“Better. I think I just needed a hot shower.” Time passes with a click of the clock, a second that waits for what else is on her mind. A piece of me is dying to scream for her to speak up. To ask. The piece that wants to tell her everything. The other part of me, the bigger part, wants to shield her.
She leaves as quickly as she came, which is probably for the best.
The less she knows, the less stress she’ll have. She doesn’t need to worry about this shit. It’s our mess. Not hers.
I need to fix this. I just don’t know how.





ADDISON
C ody Walsh. A million questions linger in my mind after looking up his name online all last night. More questions scream in my head when I think about what Daniel confessed. They killed a man years ago who deserved to be hurt. They killed him because of what he did to me. They killed him.
How many moments have gone by where I’ve mentioned my childhood in passing? Or lack thereof, rather. We talked about how I was in home after home. When we found out I was pregnant, it was all I could think about. All I could talk about.
I was worried I wouldn’t know how to be a good mother, because I never had one. It opened the floodgates for all those memories. When I was young, I didn’t even think I’d ever be able to get pregnant. Just the thought makes my stomach churn; it’s because of what he did to me. The doctors said the scar tissue on my cervix could make it harder to open. I had problems and complications. All the aftermath of the man who was supposed to take care of me.
I brought it up maybe three or four times in the last two months when we found out I was pregnant. I couldn’t not talk about it. No matter how much I hate to go back to those times in my life.
Daniel had so many opportunities to tell me, but he never did.
I never asked, but how would I have even known to question it? Fear has been replaced by something else. Something larger than it. A dying need to know.
“Hey.” Aria’s tone is already consoling when she greets me, ripping me from my thoughts as I place the heavy porcelain plates on the counter.
I didn’t expect to feel this way toward her. There’s a gap between us now, when only weeks ago, nothing separated us. Now I’m careful with what I say and how I say it. I’m careful I don’t put this sadness on her. Just like she’s careful with me now.
“How’s it going?” she asks.
I can hear the emotions in her voice just as easily as the clank of the dishes. The sympathy, the guilt I know she feels because she’s still pregnant when I’m not. She and Chloe, Sebastian’s wife, are carrying so well. Glowing is the correct term. And then there’s me, dull with a forced smile as I turn to her, leaning the small of my back against the granite counter.
“Hey, yourself,” I answer her with enough pep in my voice to lighten the tension. I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me. It’s life. It’s death. It’s whatever fate has in store. I don’t want her to look at me and feel pity. I’d rather she look at me and see how happy I am for her.
That’s one shining light in all this darkness.
“We’re cooking for everyone tonight, if you’re up for that?” I ask her.
“Family dinner tonight?” Aria eyes me curiously as one perfectly plucked eyebrow arches. She knows something’s up, but she doesn’t ask. She used to always ask.
“Does that mean something’s going on?” Chloe asks as she enters, the faint sound of bags rustling carrying through the kitchen with her. Her husband is best friends with Carter and his right-hand man, but she doesn’t live in the main house of the estate like the rest of us. She and Sebastian have a place deeper in the woods; it’s still protected though. At first, I thought it was sweet for all of us to live so close. But the more I think about it, the fact that we need to be protected, the more it startles me.
I watch as she sets a large brown paper bag down on the table, her belly protruding, round and an obvious sign that she’s in her second trimester.
Taking off her light jacket, she lays it across the chair and then smooths her flowing cream blouse down her front.
“Carter told Sebastian and he told me,” Chloe says, answering the unspoken question. “I brought everything for cheesecake,” she adds easily with a genuine smile. She doesn’t look at me like I’m broken, but that’s because she doesn’t know me well. She doesn’t see how off I am like Aria does. She can’t tell that I’m damaged goods because she doesn’t know what I was like before. It’s comforting, really.
“So?” she questions. “Is something going on?”
“What do you mean?” I have no idea what she’s referring to. “Something is always going on.”
“Well, have you guys been doing family dinners where this is normal, or is this a way for the guys to keep us in line?”
“I never thought about it like that.” The murmured words are accompanied by a deep line settling into my forehead as I consider it.
“If something’s up, Bastian better tell me,” Chloe comments as she unloads the contents of her bag on the table.
“No, nothing’s up. It’s a little tense right now. But no more than usual. The only thing eating at Carter is a cop who’s getting to Jase. He caused a little stir yesterday.”
“How do you know for sure?” I ask her.
“Carter keeps me updated. We have a little ritual. It calms him and keeps his head clear to talk things out.”
“I can’t imagine how that could be calming.” I don’t realize I’ve spoken until the words are out there and the room goes quiet.
Chloe’s huff is amused when I look at her with wide eyes. “You’d be surprised how much a conversation is worth.” Her gaze falls for just a moment, but I see it happen. The haze of a smile falls along with it. “How have you been?”
Aria’s been popping grapes in her mouth, but she pauses when Chloe ventures into that territory. Her bump isn’t so visible. Our babies would have been about a month apart.
It’s hard to contain the deluge of emotions.
“You can say it sucks. Or that it hurts. Or that you’re better or worse… You can tell me to shut my mouth too and mind my own damn business,” she offers after rattling off a list of appropriate responses.
I feel like it’s my fault. Like I should have known better. I say the words in my head, because I can’t admit them. Not to Aria and Chloe. Not to Daniel. I don’t even want to know that’s how I feel. But I do.
“We should make dinner,” I suggest in a whisper. “Just because I’m suffering a loss doesn’t mean I can’t be happy for all we have,” I add and Chloe gives me a small smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.
“The dinner for the non-worrying mob wives,” Chloe jokes.
“We are not the mob.” Aria hisses the admonishment before eating another grape. “It’s been hectic and there’s always something to worry about, but—”
I don’t want the tears to fall, but I can’t hide them. My face is hot and my breath comes in short pants. The next inhale is harsh, and with it, both women come to me. “I’m sorry,” I say, and my words are strangled as I rush past them for a napkin on the table so I can stop it all.
“Don’t say that. Don’t be sorry for crying. I’ve always thought that was the silliest of things.”
“It’s good to cry.” Aria’s voice is so soothing. She is my rock in all of this. She’s steady and we share so much in common. She grew up in this life though. She didn’t run away from it all. “Sometimes crying — showing mourning, showing vulnerability — leads to the best things.”
I respond with the one truth the last six months has taught me and say, “You can’t be vulnerable in this world.”
She counters my statement as I swipe the napkin under my eyes, drying them, calming my breathing and feeling foolish all over again.
“Of course you can,” Aria corrects me. “We all are. Trying to hide that isn’t going to fool anyone.” She emphasizes, “We’re all vulnerable.”
All I have in response is a sniffle and then I rest my head on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to cry though; I don’t want you to think seeing you guys makes me sad.” I can barely get the statement out, because it’s not entirely true. Still, I don’t want them to think it.
We hide truths like that, don’t we?
“So, weird thing,” I blurt out, cutting off Chloe, who no doubt has something sweet to say, and instead I help her move all the items on the table to the counter as I speak. It’s back to business, back to cooking for this non-worrying dinner. “Did you know Jase has a girlfriend?” I ask them and my tone is so much peppier than I feel. I heard once though, if you speak like you’re happy, you’ll start to feel like it.
“Carter told me a couple of days ago. She’s funny but with a dry sense of humor and she’s very blunt.”
“Sounds delightful,” Chloe jokes.
“She’s also coming to dinner, I think.”
Aria eyes me before grabbing a large bowl from the lower cabinet and I take that as my cue to unwrap Chloe’s cream cheese.
Looks like the dessert will be done before the actual meal at this rate.
“Bastian also mentioned she’s a nurse. Should be good to have one of those in the family.”
“Family,” Aria says and rolls her eyes.
“I didn’t mean in a mob way.”
“Her last name is Fawn,” I comment to no one in particular and unwrap the next bar of cream cheese. “I wonder if she knows if we’re related.”
“Like biologically? Or from… Is your last name your mother’s or did you get that from a…?” Aria stops mid-thought and it’s then that I realize from the look on her face that she was going to say foster family but stopped herself because she thought it would hurt me to hear it. She stopped herself because she knows about the fresh wounds.
She knows because Carter told her.
Or maybe she’s known since I came back. I wonder if Carter told her everything all the way back then.
“You know I still love you, right?” I question Aria and quickly add, “And that I’m happy for you, both of you?” I look between them both, hoping they know it’s true. I may be held together by glue and tape and questioning my decisions, but I know I’m happy for them.
“I know,” Aria answers with kind eyes. She repeats, “I know.”





DANIEL
Tyler always hid it from her. He was good at it though.
Tyler’s all I can think about as we sit down at the table. Three brothers and a friend. One brother late, as per usual. Another never coming to a family dinner again.
He didn’t have this problem with Addison. He was good at hiding it. He hid so much from her; I just don’t know how he could do it.
“The candles are a nice touch,” Addison says and smiles warmly at Aria, who does a small curtsy and the three girls let out a peal of feminine laughter.
Addison’s is short, genuine. But it disappears quickly. It’s like the warm water of the ocean, splashing on the tips of your toes before retreating all too soon. I miss it already. I find myself staying still, wanting it to come back.
The day must’ve gone well for her. With a glass of wine in her hand and a beautiful flush in her cheeks, she’s unwinding with the help of the alcohol.
“Just let me smell one more time,” Aria says and inhales close to the large goblet at the same time Carter wraps his arm around her waist and pulls her into his lap. Another wave of giggling leaves the women and then is replaced by soft hums as the other two women are kissed and kiss back, falling into their seats for dinner.
Mine’s already seated, and when I look to her, her lips are on the wineglass. So instead of kissing her, I place my hand over hers on her lap. My fingers slip into the spaces between hers, feeling her soft skin, her warmth. Before she places the glass back on the table, her fingers close around mine, bringing them closer together, and she doesn’t let go. Not until the large bowl of antipasto salad is passed.
“Looks delicious, ladies.” Sebastian’s compliment is rewarded with a story from Aria about how she learned a new recipe for the main dish.
Lasagna, candlelight, and delicate dishes, the hum of chatter and constant smiles. Everything in the room is full of life, but that’s not how I feel. It’s not the reality I’m living in.
If Tyler were here though, he’d fit right in, and that would help Addison. He was good at hiding. He would have been good for her.
I wash the thought away with a single swig of the bourbon in front of me. I try to tell myself he’s on my mind because of what happened recently. And not because I truly think Addison would be better off if he were still here.
It’s not like before. Nothing is. I have to remind myself of that sometimes. The memories of what used to be, the reminder of Tyler and what life was like back then…it’s an ebb and flow of past and present. We’re better now. So long as we’re together. I won’t let anything change that.
Reaching up onto the table, Addison’s grasp is small and comforting when she lays her hand on my wrist. It’s a shock to my system to feel her touch in this moment.
“You okay?” Her question is soft and murmured so no one else can hear.
“Fine,” I answer her because it’s automatic. I don’t tell her more because she doesn’t ask. She doesn’t let go like I expect her to though. She eats with her left hand, leaving her right on mine. And I leave my hand just where it is, needing to feel that warmth, needing to feel her to make all this regret go away.
So long as I have her, it’s all okay. I just need to know I still have her.
   
Addison

HE’S SUPPOSED to be the strong one.
The man is supposed to be the rock. That’s what the world leads you to believe, but I think it’s bullshit. Why else would I feel more complete, more grounded when I’m trying to hold Daniel together?
Aria and Chloe put a Band-Aid over my pain. They make me forget temporarily, and that’s worth something. They make me feel like it’s normal to be down right now, and that’s worth even more.
But holding on to Daniel, holding him together, that feels like purpose. It feels like belonging and worthiness. One small touch, and it’s like the pieces have been soldered back together, making them stronger than they ever were before.
Even if it is just holding his hand and smiling with his family, my family.
“Where’s Bethany?” Aria asks and my eyes dart to hers although she’s slipping her fork into her mouth with her focus on Jase. I know she’s asking for my benefit though.
“She couldn’t come tonight, but she’ll be here tomorrow. She’s getting some things adjusted.”
“Adjusted?”
“She went through a hard time.”
His answer quiets the room for a moment until I speak up. “I’d like to meet her.”
Daniel’s hand shifts under mine until the back of it is to the table and his palm is against mine.
“I bet you would,” Carter comments with the hint of a smile.
“You’ll like her,” Jase says after a quick drink from his tumbler. The ice clinks as he sets it down on the table. “I don’t know anything about what Walsh said, but she may know. If not, you’ll still find plenty to talk about.”
“Walsh.” I roll my eyes as I say his name and take a sip of wine as I feel everyone’s eyes on me. The nervousness in the room creeps up a notch. The dark red is sweet, with a hint of lingering decadence. I bring my gaze to Carter’s at the head of the table and tell him simply, “He doesn’t like me much, I don’t think.”
“He doesn’t like me much either.” Jase’s response comes with a huff of a laugh from Sebastian as he sits back into his chair with ease, resting an arm over Chloe’s chair behind her shoulders.
“He has poor taste then,” I offer Jase and that gets me a small laugh from Chloe and her husband. Daniel only observes and half of all my senses are focused on him, focused on me. Everyone’s waiting to see if I’m going to break down again. I can feel it. They’re waiting to see if I’m okay. And I’m not, I know I’m not. But isn’t it okay if I’m not all right?
It sounds like a paradox, but I think it’s more real than anything.
Carter takes a deep breath, then says, “He’s not going anywhere soon, but he’ll get on board. Or I’ll take care of it.” His darkly spoken words are overshadowed by Jase’s.
“He will,” Jase adds and then tells me he’s sorry that I felt uncomfortable yesterday. That it never should have happened. He tells me he’d never let anything happen to me. None of them would.
They say we’re family, and I know we are.
There’s a pit in my gut though when Aria speaks. “Don’t worry, Addie, we’re in this together.”
“Right,” I say and nod in agreement, then thank God when I bring the glass up to finish the small pool of wine in it when she tells me, “Nothing bad can happen if we’re in it together.”
The glass hides my immediate reaction.
I don’t know why she says it when she knows that’s not true. Bad things happen regardless. Bad things have already happened.
When I set my glass down, I smile at her instead of saying just that. The words still exist though. I can feel them in the tense air. I think everyone can.
Until Chloe stands up abruptly and remembers the cheesecake. She’s sweet enough to bring the rest of the bottle in for me too.
“I can’t get tipsy with both of you out of commission,” I tell her, not wanting to keep drinking in front of them.
“Please, have a glass for me,” Aria requests with a yawn.
“I already did,” I remind her. The wine was her idea, and not a bad one.
“Then have another one for me.” Chloe’s cheerful with her pleading eyes and faux pout as she holds out the bottle.
“Well, how can I say no to that?” I jokingly respond to cut the tension in the room more than anything else.
Another round, a plate of sweets, and the story of how Chloe and Sebastian came to be a couple turns the night around. That and the fact that Daniel pulls me into his embrace. My right side is pressed to his hard, toned body, and his stubble gently scratches my hair as he sets his chin on my head and then kisses my crown.
Maybe it works both ways. Back and forth. The rock thing. That makes it difficult, though, when both people are breaking apart.





DANIEL
Her laugh is addictive. It’s my drug. The way her cheeks flush, the way her back arches just slightly and her shoulders shake so gently—it all soothes something inside of me that I don’t even know is broken until that sweet sound seeps into the crevices and calms the hurt that follows me every day.
That’s how I knew I loved her.
The sad, pretty girl who was always around when we were kids smiled easily enough. It wasn’t real though. It was a smile that wanted to be more. She wanted to laugh.
And everything inside of me wanted to hear it. I needed to hear it.
Just like I needed to hear it tonight. Everyone else’s laugh turns to white noise, just like the clinking of the silverware on empty plates and the dull hum of Aria saying something to Carter. All I can hear is Addison’s laugh. All I can watch is how her shoulders curl in, and instinctively, her hand finds my lap.
I’m quick to catch it with my own, to squeeze it gently. When she leans into me, humming a small good night to Chloe as she leaves, I kiss her hair and try to memorize everything about this moment.
It’s perfect like this. This is how it should be all the time. She should laugh every day. She should smile and reach out to me while she catches her breath with the soft murmur of happiness lingering on her lips.
Every day.
It’s easy to say we’re broken. It’s easy to feel the pain. To hold on to this though — the moments I feel what’s really between us — to let ourselves feel it, that’s the easiest thing I can do, and the hardest just the same.
“Night.” Carter’s voice is accompanied by a tight squeeze of my shoulder as they walk behind us.
Addison makes a move to clean up the dishes but Jase reaches for them first, clearing the table and collecting the few remaining dishes in one stack balanced in his left hand. “I got this,” he says with a smirk and winks at her. “You cook, we clean.”
“Thanks,” she tells him and he tells us good night, exiting the room, leaving us to head to bed.
The sound of an empty room is the worst sound. I’ve spent too much of my life in quiet spaces.
“You had a good time tonight.” I hold Addison’s hand as we walk, not wanting to let her go just yet. There were good moments and bad ones too, but I don’t mention the tense ones.
Carter or Jase…whoever it was who thought to have the dinner tonight, was right. We never had dinners growing up, not like this. Not after our mom died and everything happened. I could hardly stand to walk into the eat-in kitchen, let alone sit at the table with hope like I did tonight. “We should do it more often.”
“Yeah. It was fun,” she tells me as we walk down the quiet hall to our wing. The walls are decorated with her photographs. Moments she thought were worthy of capturing on film. Before we get to the bedroom, she stops, lifting her hand from my grasp to touch the edge of a carved black frame mounted against the walls, which are painted a pale dusty blue.
“This one’s my favorite of the ones I took while we were away,” she says softly.
Her fingertips trace over the glass and down the alley that led to the bar where she first saw me again after so many years had passed.
While we were away. Is that the way she thinks of it?
“I think I like the others better.”
“What others?” she says and turns to me quickly, her hair swirling from her shoulder to tumble down her back. Her genuine curiosity makes her eyes widen slightly and it forces my lips to curve up.
“The ones of you in my bed,” I answer her and then quickly nip her lower lip as lust just barely reaches her eyes. My blood simmers with desire for her and the need to touch her always.
“You’re bad, Daniel Cross,” she whispers playfully with passion in her voice as I open the door behind her while letting my lips caress the crook of her neck.
Her eyes are still closed when I pull back. She swallows with a gentle hum and lets her head fall back to rest against the molding that lines the bedroom door.
I find myself trapped in her words. You’re bad, Daniel Cross.
She knew it all along. She can live with that. She can love me still, even knowing all the wretched things I’ve done. It’s this world though, the world she fled and the world I dragged her back to, that’s doing the harm.
I want so badly to blame it on that when I brush the loose strands of her hair off her collarbone with the backs of my fingers so I can kiss her there. I wish I could blame it all on this place. It’s only when I stop touching her that she opens her eyes.
A hint of a smile plays at her lips when she finally looks back at me.
“Come to bed with me.” I give her the command when we get into the bedroom. With the curtains parted, there’s no need to turn on the light. It’s dimly lit, but enough so that I can see her perfectly when my eyes adjust. I can see her standing in the doorway, slow to follow me and hesitant to do what I told her.
Hesitant to come to bed with me.
All she’s thinking about is the sex. It’s not because she’s uncertain if it’s safe; the doctor said it was last week. Our first time getting pregnant was an accident. She’s questioning if we should try for a baby on purpose.
Whether or not we should try again. Whether we should use protection.
Whether she wants this like I do.
Whether she wants me still… I know that’s a question that drifts into her mind when she looks at me like that.
That part of me that doesn’t know it’s broken until she heals me… it’s screaming in pain right now.
“I think I just need to sleep. There’s so much on my mind.” Her excuse falters in the air as she heads to the dresser, taking off her earrings. I can hear them clink in the small ceramic trinket bowl.
“Tell me,” I insist and then clear my throat, pretending like I haven’t been devastated every night she’s looked at me like that and made some kind of excuse. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”
“I haven’t processed everything.”
“You can talk it out with me.” I ignore the thump in my chest as I speak. The battering of something hard against my rib cage aches with every small movement.
“Like you talk things out with me?” She turns from the dresser, tense and on the angry side. She seems to realize her quick temper before I can react, crossing her arms over her chest. “Sorry,” she apologizes in a hushed murmur. When did it get to be like this? Where we can’t talk. The start of a conversation turns into a fight, even if we know we need each other.
Tucking her hair behind her ear, she looks me in the eyes and says, “I know you would… if…”
I close the distance between us and make my way over to finish the thought for her and say, “If that’s what you wanted.”
“Right,” she breathes, the tension leaving her, her arms falling to her side the moment I place my hand on her hip. “It’s my fault,” she tells me with a harsh swallow.
“Come here,” I tell her and my words come out low and rough. There’s an edge that’s demanding, I know there is. It’s a part of me that I’m trying to soften for her. It’s still a part of me though.
Falling into my chest and pressing her body as close to mine as she can, she breathes so softly I almost don’t hear the admission just under my chin, “I don’t know what I want anymore.” I tighten my hold on her, wishing I could go back to moments ago. When she was laughing and reaching for me. She confesses, “I’m scared.”
It’s the first time she’s shown me this raw sincerity since we lost the baby.
“It’s all right to be scared.” With my arm wrapped around her lower back, I splay my hand against her shoulder and rock her slightly, just slightly. She pulls back a tiny bit, only to see me, her chest to mine. I watch as the moonlight filters in from the subtle movement of the curtains, reflecting in her gaze. There’s so much vulnerability there. Even now. Even after all we’ve been through. How much more can she take?
“Kiss me.” I give her the command and her posture relaxes, her composure softening the instant her eyes close, and she stands on her tiptoes to bring her lips closer to mine. I keep my eyes open. I watch as she reaches up with both hands, twining her fingers behind my neck as she pushes her lips against mine. She doesn’t hesitate this time.
“I love you,” she whispers against my lips, peeking up at me through her thick lashes. The curtains sway and bring with them a sudden gust of late-night air, carrying the faint smells of early spring with them.
“I love you too,” I tell her, but it’s not enough. They’re only words that don’t compare to what I feel inside.
I’m sorry I put her through all of this. I don’t admit it though, because more than sorry, I’m selfish and I wouldn’t change it. That’s the most fucked-up part. I can’t live without her. Even knowing how it breaks her.
“Get ready for bed,” she tells me with a weak smile. The smile that’s not a smile. The fake one she’s always had.
I’m still fully clothed, shoes and all.
The wooden floor creaks in time with her deep inhale as she turns from me and I do as she wishes, letting her take the lead although I don’t know how long she’ll want it.
“Tell me something and I will,” I barter with her.
“I feel lonely,” she tells me with her back to me and I can only watch as she pulls the sheets back, sitting on the edge of the bed.
Lonely. Lonely like the quiet halls I hate. Even though I’m right here, it’s still lonely. I know she’s right.
“Lonely?” I repeat as I drop my watch to the dresser, letting it fall where it may with my gaze still pinned on Addison as she strips down slowly, leaving a puddle of clothes at the side of the bed. She does it every night. She has for the longest time. In the morning, she’ll gather them and drop them in the basket. When she has energy; that’s the excuse she gave me when I teased her about it before. The memory kicks my lips up into a small smirk, but it fades when I catch her profile in the dark room, the pale light showing me the lack of playfulness, the lack of happiness she’s always held on to.
The months we’ve been back here have worn her down.
“There are moments when I’m okay but they’re so fleeting. Recently,” she adds quickly. “It’s been a lot to take in.”
“You don’t like being back here, do you?” I question her and that gets her attention.
Turning to face me fully, she doesn’t even bother to grab the sheets to cover herself as she answers me with shock clear in her cadence. “Of course I do.” She swallows before adding, “I love your family. I’ve always loved them.”
“Things are different now.”
“We’re all different,” she comments without sparing a second between my statement and hers. Her gaze is bold, challenging even. “Just because things are different doesn’t mean the pieces I love aren’t the same.”
I take my time pulling my undershirt over my head and dropping it to the dark wood floor. I strip down to nothing but my boxer briefs before climbing into bed. All the while she watches and waits.
Taking her hand in both of mine, the hand that still doesn’t have a ring on it, I run my thumb across its barren finger and ask her, “Did you feel lonely before we lost the baby?”
“No,” she answers me quickly and with a slight shake of her head. “It was after. Even with everyone around us… even with you, I just feel lonely sometimes. Like glimpses of loneliness. And I don’t know what to do to shake it.”
“You aren’t alone, and this will pass.”
“I know,” she admits. “I know. It will pass, but I just don’t know what to do in between. I don’t know if I’m able to handle it all.”
“Do you still want to marry me? You still want to stay here with me?”
“Yes,” she answers quickly although she’s just as hasty to look down at our hands. Like she spoke without thinking. Like there’s a but.
“Then why no ring?” I ask her quietly and then clear my throat. “Why don’t you want to wear it? I asked you to marry me weeks ago. You picked out the ring, but you don’t wear it.”
“Are you going to wear a ring?” she rebuts.
“An engagement ring?” She nods at the clarification. “Is that what you want? For me to wear a ring?”
Looking past me and out of the cracked window still bringing a gentle breeze, she admits, “No.”
“You have to help me understand, Addison.” The frustration in my voice is clear as I run a hand down my face and reposition on the bed as I pull my hands away. “It feels like…you aren’t completely here with me anymore.” Admitting the words makes my chest feel tighter, makes my hands feel colder and numb.
“I’m trying to be,” she admits with a single harsh swallow.
“I get wanting to wait to try again,” I say, and she tries to interrupt me but I stop her with a finger over her soft lips. “I understand that. It hurts, but I get it. I get that you feel lonely, because I do too. That’s what happens when you lose someone. And we did. But I don’t understand not wearing my ring. I can wait for you to come back to me and deal with this together; I just need to know that you will or what to do to help you. Losing the baby… I know it’s because of everything else. I know it has to do with being here and that you don’t love it.”
“I never said that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“I just don’t know my place.”
“It’s next to me. That’s your place, with me.” My words are rushed and full of frustration.
She starts to speak again, but she has to close her eyes and swallow thickly first, reaching out to me. A moment passes with an uncomfortable pang in my chest. The soft tips of her fingers run down my rough knuckles, tracing scars before she kisses them.
“I want you to wear the ring I got you.” She nods once but she still doesn’t speak, and she doesn’t take her gaze off my knuckles. “I know it’s harder, being around my family when the last time you saw them you weren’t with me.” My words make her still. Every piece of her is frozen as I speak the truth she doesn’t say out loud. That’s why she’s not wearing the ring. It has to be because of that. We came back to the place where she didn’t belong to me.
“You’re mine now. You’re going to find your place and I’ll figure out how to help you. We’re going to get married. We’re going to have a baby one day.”
The mention of a baby breaks her composure and I hold her tighter when her face crumples. Kissing her hair, I breathe the words, “I love you and you love me; there’s no reason the world shouldn’t know that. There’s nothing to hide.”
“It’s not about hiding, it’s…it’s just everything is…” She trails off as she struggles to voice another word and attempts to move away from me, but I put my hand over hers.
“Just tell me,” I say.
“It’s never going to just be us. Our past…even right now. It’s more than just us and I am struggling.”
“Because of Tyler—”
She cuts me off before I can say more. “No. Your other brothers. Your life. This life.” Breathing in deeper, heavier, she focuses on keeping her breathing steady as she looks me in the eyes to state, “You come with a lot of baggage, Daniel Cross. Some of it, I carry too.”
“If this isn’t what you want, you shouldn’t have come back.” I can’t describe the way my blood chills and everything hardens. My jaw, my stiff back, the thump in my chest that quiets to a dull ache.
“I know, it’s all my fault.” The hurt in her voice reflects in her gaze.
“Stop saying that. We’re in this together. None of this is your fault.”
She looks like she’ll say something, but all she does is nod slightly, refusing to open up and tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of hers.
“Don’t keep it from me.”
“I’m struggling to handle it; I need help.”
“Tell me how.”
“I just can’t wear your ring,” she confesses weakly.
“What part of not wearing my ring is supposed to help you?”
“Are you so dense, Daniel?” The contempt is unexpected. “You gave it to me after I found out. You gave me a ring because I was pregnant. That’s the only reason. And we never should have gotten pregnant. It was an accident. I wasn’t ready. It’s my fault!”
“Addison—”
“I’m doing my best and I’m highly aware that it’s not good enough. I couldn’t even carry our baby,” she says, and the last two words are a strangled mess between the shuddering sob she holds back.
“Don’t say that… You are more than enough.” I stress my words, grasping both of her hands in mine firmly and holding her gaze with mine to steady her. “Not a damn thing is your fault. Nothing but keeping all of this from me and letting it tear us apart. You have to talk to me.”
“You have to talk to me too.” She whimpers the plea as her watery eyes look up to mine.
“I can do that.” I’m quick to acquiesce to her request. “I can talk to you, but you have to tell me if it’s too much.”
“It’s all too much,” she admits, “but I still want it. I still want you.”
The relief that blooms inside of me is instant. It’s everything I needed.
“One thing at a time.” I wait for her to nod at my words, to know she’s listening. “You are more than good enough. You’re too good for me, but I’m keeping you anyway.”
“Daniel—”
“No.” I don’t let her interrupt me. “You got to tell me, now it’s my turn to tell you.”
“Okay,” she whispers, her grip getting tighter as she waits.
“You are with me and I am with you. We can’t let each other be lonely. I’m right here,” I whisper against the shell of her ear and then plant a gentle kiss against the tender skin beneath her ear. “We’re going to be okay. You’re going to find your place…so long as it’s right next to me. We have to talk. We can’t hold it in.” I’m careful with my next suggestion. “You don’t know your place, because you don’t know what’s going on. I want to tell you. I want you to know.”
“The stress…” The words leave her sounding more like a helpless question than a statement.
“I think it will help, not hurt to know. It’s the not knowing that’s stressful.”
She doesn’t respond even though I give her time to.
“Do you think you’d be all right with that? Instead of you asking, I just tell and if it’s too much, you tell me to stop and I will.”
“Will that help you?” she questions me. The hope in her voice is there, but it’s surprising that it comes with this particular question.
I almost tell her I’m fine. I’m so close to saying just that. Which would defeat the purpose of all of this. “Yes. It fucking kills me that I can’t tell you what’s eating at me.”
“Okay then. New rules. You tell me everything unless I say stop.” Fear and hope swirl in her glossy gaze.
“The loss is something we have to go through together and maybe we’ll have moments where we feel alone, because we were wishing those moments were with the little life we never got to hold. But if you can try to remember I’m here, I hope it will help.”
She swallows her words rather than responding. I keep going though. I’ll take the lead and she’ll follow. She has to. I don’t know how this can work otherwise.
“I gave you the ring because I love you. The only reason I didn’t give it to you sooner was because I wasn’t sure you’d say yes. I thought I had a little anchor knowing you were pregnant. It wasn’t an obligation because you were pregnant. It wasn’t that, Addison. Don’t think that.”
She searches my expression, maybe in an attempt to determine if I’m sincere or not. It’s what I deserve. Years ago, I kept everything from her, for a very long time. Our relationship started with lies, and it’s carried on with secrets. She’ll learn to trust me though. She has to. I won’t give her any reason not to.
“I want you to wear my ring. I want you to come to bed with me, be with me again, even if you want to be safe and wait to try again. I need you, Addison.”
It feels like I’ve emptied everything out. Leaving me hollow and waiting with nothing but the hope that she’ll know this is all I’ve got. It’s everything, every bit of me, and I don’t know if it’s enough but I’m damn sure going to try.
“I need you too,” she finally whispers in the warm air between us, making it feel even hotter than it already is. I’m still on edge, waiting and needing more of her.
“Tell me we’re going to be all right. That you’re going to be all right.” It’s a command.
“I’m going to try,” she answers, and I know it’s because she wants to be honest and that she doesn’t actually believe it. She doesn’t know deep in her bones that it’ll work. It never has before.
“You’re going to succeed. You are meant to be with me, Addison. There’s no way this ends otherwise. I need you and I need my family.” I suck in a breath, ready to tell her if we have to, we’ll leave. We did it before; we can do it again. It’ll kill me, but for her, I’d do it. 
“I need them too,” she says, quick to cut me off. “I want this to work. Not just us; we work, and I love you, but this place. I just…I don’t know.”
“You don’t know, that’s exactly it. You don’t know anything and that’s the problem. I’ll fix it. We’ll fix this.”
“I don’t know that I can handle it,” she confesses with a quivering bottom lip. “I’ve never felt so insignificant and weak.” As she speaks, her voice goes dry and cracks at the words.
“I’ve put you through hell, and you survived.”
“They’ve gone through worse. Aria—”
“Don’t compare your story to hers; it doesn’t change your pain.” She’s unraveling in front of me. Six months of being here and I’ve never seen her like this. How did I let it get this bad? “Get on the bed. In the center.”
“Daniel—”
“The bed. Get in the middle, now.” I emphasize my words and slowly pull away from her, keeping my gaze pinned to hers. “You can handle it, Addison. You can take everything.”
Her shoulders drop heavily as she swallows, and her chest rises faster with every breath as she stares back at me. Not moving.
“I need you, Addison, and you need me. That’s why we’re off, why everything feels wrong. Get on the bed.”
I’ve never had to repeat myself. She’s always listened before, and staring at her now, not knowing what she’ll do, I can’t breathe. I can’t lose her.
“On the bed, Addison. Don’t make me tell you again.”
   
Addison

I’VE LOVED this man since before I knew what love was.
I’ve craved him, adored him, fucking worshipped him.
But never like this. An intense heat ignites inside of me, a spark hotter and brighter than the sun dances on every nerve ending in my body.
I’m paralyzed, needing to feel him take me, own me, and devour me exactly how he wants.
I need it more than he’ll ever know.
Slowly, I obey, although I don’t know how. Every movement is gentle and meticulous. My hands reach the center first and immediately my fingers dig into the mattress.
It’s so slow. Time moves so slowly. A part of me knows it’s because I’m trying to remember this moment. Remember it all and hold on to it forever. I need it in the good times and the bad. In the horrible moments, I need this. What we have right now. I wish I could just stay here forever. Being his and him being so completely mine.
Bared to him, I wait and watch. His cock is hard and ready as he strokes himself in front of me, pacing, debating what he wants me to do, what he needs from me.
All the while, those sparks tingle up and down my body in waves of want.
Instead of climbing on the bed, pinning me down, and ravaging me, he asks me, “Why do I love you?”
His words are hoarse and at first I hear him wrong. I hear, “Why do you love me?” but I catch myself before the answer can leave me.
“I don’t know,” I answer him.
Instead of answering me, he tells me to spread my legs wide so he can see me.
“Fuck, I can see how wet you are from here,” he breathes out deep with frustration as my fingertips run along the length of my pussy and then rub my swollen clit so he can see. A shiver of desire runs down my body from my shoulders to the tips of my toes. It’s cold compared to the heat that burns between my thighs for him to enter me.
“Why do I love you?”
I close my eyes, pushing my head back into the mattress, and move my hand away, hating that I don’t know what to tell him.
I don’t know why people fall in love. I know why I love him though; I want to answer him that. Ask me something I know.
“Eyes on me. Don’t you dare close your eyes.” His steps are hard as he rounds the bed, getting close enough to backhand the inside of my thigh as punishment. The sting is fierce, but the touch is so needed, all I feel is a spike of desire shoot through me.
My breath is stolen from his admonishment, seething through my teeth and desperate.
“Put your fingers back on that pretty cunt of yours and look me in the eyes when you tell me you don’t know why I love you.” There’s no hurt in his eyes, no pain in his voice, even though I feel it, deep down inside of me. Past everything physical, I feel it.
Tears prick at the back of my eyes as I let my fingers touch my warmth. His gaze parts from mine, only to watch me.
I have to give him something, so I tell him what I know. I tell him why I love him, praying he loves me the same.
“You know I’ve wanted you for as long as we’ve known each other. You know I’d risk it all to be with you.”
My fingers slip just inside my entrance as I start to say the next reason, and a soft moan spills from my lips in its place.
“Fuck,” he mutters. The word is a groan on Daniel’s lips and hearing it makes my body heat.
“Touch me please,” I beg him, but he shakes his head.
“Why else?” he asks huskily, the need showing through his intended words.
“You know that I would die without you. Whatever makes a person a person—I’d die if you weren’t here anymore.”
“I don’t want you to ever say that again. Don’t you ever talk about that. You’re not allowed to die.”
A short laugh that’s not humorous at all bubbles from my lips. I feel crazy, on the verge of tears, feeling the pain of a great loss at the very thought that he might die. “That’s my fear. It kills me, Daniel. You can’t die.”
“Well, for you then, I’ll do my best not to,” he tells me as the bed dips with his weight while he climbs over my body.
Pinning my wrists above my head, he nearly kisses my lips, but he moves to suck the arousal off my fingertips before our lips touch. The light, warm feeling is a stark contrast to his hard cock pressed into my thigh.
I try to writhe under him, but he keeps me still as he takes his time. The second he braces his forearm beside my head and positions himself, I suck in a deep breath and stare into his dark eyes.
He enters me slowly, torturously so. Taking his time to stretch me. The gentle sting elicits an instant heated wave that forces my back to arch. He doesn’t stop, he just pushes in deeper and stays there, pressing against my walls and forcing my lips to form a perfect O.
Still inside of me, he tells me, “Because I want to grow old with you. I want everything you want, whatever it is, because it’ll make you happy. I want my family to love you and protect you, in case something ever happens to me.
“You don’t want those things unless you love that person. I love you more than I love myself, Addison. I need you to know that.”
I only know I’m crying because he bends down to kiss the tears.
When his lips finally brush against mine, I steal them, kissing him hard and with the passion I have for him, for what’s between us.
With his left hand still pinning my wrists down, he ravages me, a savage taking of what’s his. I scream my pleasure into his mouth, letting the strangled moans take over when my climax hits me with a force I’ve never felt before.
It’s all consuming. It’s everything I’ve wanted and needed and the only thing I’ll ever crave for as long as I live. Because it’s him.





ADDISON
“It’s a pretty ring.” The timid voice carries across the large kitchen. “Blue under it; that’s unique. Is it a blue diamond?”
I didn’t even hear her walk in. As I stirred the sugar into my coffee, watching the white swirl of steam, I was focused on the ache between my thighs and the memory of Daniel kissing me all over last night.
He only left me to get the ring from my nightstand and to put it on my finger. If this ring ever comes off my hand, it’ll be because someone took it from my grave.
“It is. It reminds me of forget-me-nots,” I answer her. “That’s why we went with this one.”
“You picked out your ring together?”
“I know it’s not traditional—”
“What is anymore?” she says and shrugs. “If you haven’t guessed, I’m Bethany.” The smile she gives me reaches her eyes.
I laugh, short and with a single breath. It’s genuine. “I guessed as much,” I answer her with a smile.
It’s only us in the kitchen and as she pulls out one of the tall chairs at the island, the sound carries through the open space.
“First, I want to say hi. Second, I want to say I’m sorry. Jase told me…about the baby.”
My little piece of heaven splinters, but only slightly as I take my seat.
“Thank you,” I answer her.
Holding on to my mug of coffee, I pull it up to my lips to keep me from saying more. The warmth billows into my face as I take a long sip, praying for composure.
I don’t want to break down. Especially not in front of her, someone I don’t know. This…Bethany Fawn. I don’t know that I’ll ever be okay with losing our baby. Especially if we never get pregnant again, if we never have a little one to hold. I don’t see how it’s possible. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that either.
“I heard you got a ring too,” I say as I lift a brow and when her gaze catches mine, I make a note of staring down at her ring finger. She pulls her hand into her chest with a blush rising to her cheeks.
“It was a shock, to be honest,” she answers but the content note in her voice and the smile on her face remain the same. “We’re quite different…Jase and I,” she adds when I look questioningly at her.
“Yes, they are…different. That’s a word for it.” We could write a book about the Cross brothers and how different they are. There’s a time and place for that conversation though. “So Jase told me your last name is Fawn?”
“It is.”
“Mother or father?” I ask her and then shake my head as I let out a sigh at my ridiculousness. “This isn’t an inquisition. I’m just… I’m very curious.”
“It’s fine,” she responds and then she leans forward on the chair to rest on the counter. Her thin cream sweater is pushed up to her elbows. Paired with her dark blue jeans, it’s a simple look, but something about this woman screams that she’s anything but simple.
“My father’s last name, but he didn’t stick around after I was born.”
“My father’s last name as well,” I tell her and feel a chill sweep over my skin.
“You’re a couple years younger than me, right?” she questions me and I nod. Daniel told me what he knew of Bethany.
“A little over a year younger.”
“What’s your father’s first name?” I ask her as my gaze sweeps over her facial features. She doesn’t look like me, nothing but her lips. My father’s lips.
“Jeremy,” she answers, and I tell her the middle name, “Nathanial. Jeremy Nathanial Fawn.”
“This is weird.” Bethany pushes out the same thought I have.
“I think your dad left your mom because my mom was pregnant with me.” The years make sense. “That’s why you didn’t grow up with him.” Not that I grew up with him either. He left my mother and my mother left me.
“So he knocked up my mom and had my sister. Married her and they had me. Then he left us when I was a baby, because your mother was pregnant with you?” Bethany fills in the blanks.
“He got around, as if I needed another reason to hate the thought of him.”
“My mother had substance abuse issues; I always thought that was why he left us,” Bethany muses. “He was good at leaving,” she comments with a crease in her forehead, as though a bad memory is creating a groove right there. “That’s what my mother used to say.” She doesn’t try to hide the bitterness as she turns her back to me, leaving her seat so she can go to a cabinet to get herself a mug. I note that she already knows where they’re kept and where everything else in the room is too.
“If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t stay long and what I knew of my mother and the men she was with, it’s probably best you grew up without him.” With another sip of coffee, the room’s quiet except for the muffled hiss of the coffee machine. I don’t comment that I was a child when I knew them. Either of them.
“Yet we both received his last name,” Bethany says as she leans against the cabinet and then offers me a half smile curved with sarcasm before lifting her mug and telling me cheers. “Lucky us.”
“If we hadn’t, we never would have known.”
“We’re sisters. Same father, different mother.”
“Right.” I nod in understanding. Curiosity nags at the back of my mind, but I can’t bring myself to ask her any questions. That part of my life is long behind me. I wish it would stay in the past. I don’t want to think about my father or how many other children he had.
“Do you have any other siblings?” she asks me and I shake my head no as I reply, “All I had growing up was a rotating address until I met…” I pause and wave my hand in the air. My throat’s dry but I shake it off. I’m stronger because of what I went through. But that doesn’t mean I want to relive it with this woman. Biological sister or not. My curiosity can wait until I’m better prepared and in a more stable state. Everything is chaos now and it doesn’t look like she’s going anywhere anyway.
“The Cross brothers,” she answers for me. “So you knew them before all this? Back when things weren’t so…”
“Yeah, but I left. I left before a lot of things happened. I left when things got bad. What a wonderful mother I’ll be.” All of our past history hits me at once and the same thoughts I had before, the ones that tell me I don’t deserve Daniel, I don’t deserve a happily ever after, and I don’t deserve to be a mother come back. Weaker than before, they’re only whispers and not screams. Nonetheless, they’re back.
“Don’t say that. You were young and you didn’t know. You’ll be a great mother. I hardly know you, but I know that. We’ll be better than our parents.”
“How can you know?”
“One, because you’re already thinking about it. Already wanting more for your children. And two, because we’re loved. Love does… Love changes a person.
“The best thing you can do for a child is to love them. You can ask anyone that. It’s the thing they need most. If you love Daniel and he loves you, you’re already off to a better start than our parents.”
“God knows one thing these men do is love hard,” I comment, agreeing with her and hoping she’s right. “Even with all the shit they’re in.”
“They do,” she agrees with me, casually reaching in the fridge for creamer. As if this is only a mundane conversation and not the turning point in my life that I feel it is in my bones.
“So you’re going to try again?” she asks me.
I want to tell her I’m scared. Scared to try, scared to lose. Scared I won’t be good enough. But I save those sentiments for Daniel. If I tell anyone, it should be him.
So I answer simply, “Yes.” I want a baby with him. A life. I want to grow old with him and be surrounded by a loving family. To love and be loved. “We’re going to try again.”





DANIEL
“I just need to know.” A raw hint of emotion makes Carter’s voice tight. He clears his throat as he leans back in the chair. “I would understand; I just need to be prepared and we can work something out.” His voice is clearer, firmer, but he still can’t look me in the eyes.
“I’m not leaving. There’s nothing else for me. I can’t leave.”
“But Addison—” he argues, already having it in his head that we need to leave.
“She doesn’t want to leave either.” It’s quiet for a moment, then Carter finally looks at me, letting the statement sink in. “We’re staying and we’ll be all right.”
The ticking of the clock in his office is ever present. It fills the silence until he nods in agreement.
“A lot happened,” he comments.
“It will settle down. It’ll slow down.”
A knock at the office door accompanies his hum of agreement.
“It will,” he tells me before calling out, “Come in” to whoever it is at the door.
Addison.
“Am I interrupting?” Her question is softly spoken, but it carries through the room clearly as she stands there, not in the room, but not out of it either.
“Not at all,” Carter answers. His shoulders are straighter, his expression firmer. He really thought we were going to leave. He has the look of a man who’d already accepted loss.
“I was hoping to talk to both of you…” She trails off as her gaze drops to the floor nervously before peeking back up at us. “I had a thought.”
A prick of uncertainty creeps along my spine as she slowly walks into the room and stops at the chair next to mine. With her grip on the back of it, she chooses not to sit as she tells us, “I want to pay a visit to Officer Walsh.”
“The hell you are.” My answer is immediate. And also ignored. Addison’s stare is unmoving and directed at Carter.
He doesn’t answer, neither of them looking at me.
“The fuck you are,” I say to emphasize my position. “There’s no reason for you to be anywhere near him.”
“Other than the fact that I’m with you. That my place is beside you…so yeah, there is.”
Carter’s still quiet and the ticking of the clock is louder, just like the rush of my blood is in my ears.
“Daniel,” she says, and Addison’s tone is gentle.
“No. You shouldn’t be concerned with this.”
“I don’t want to be mixed up in this, but I don’t want to be afraid of this man. I don’t want him to think he can get to me.”
“Are you sure you want to do that? You getting involved is more…” Carter talks to her, again, ignoring me.
The irritation grows as the two of them discuss this as though it’s a casual conversation.
“Stress? No. I think the stress comes from not knowing. I need to know. And if I can do something, I need to do it.”
“I don’t want you to—”
“To go to a police station? Where you have plenty of men in your back pocket?” Addison cuts me off and slight desperation seeps into her cadence. “I…” She pauses and swallows thickly. “I want you to think about it. Think about what I should be doing and what it would do for me.” She puts her hand over mine to tell me, “I want to do this. I want to show that man who I am and that I’m with you. With all of you,” she amends, giving Carter a nod.
“Just think about it.” She leaves me there, my foot subconsciously tapping against the leg of the chair. The second the office door closes, I admonish my brother, “You couldn’t back me up with that one?” The sarcasm is thick and unforgiving.
“You weren’t lying, were you? She does want to stay.”
For the first time in a long time, my brother smiles.
“If she wants to stay, then, Daniel, for the love of God, let her. Let her do what she needs to do.”





ADDISON
“Two sets of eyes are on his office in case he shuts the door.”
“I know,” I answer Daniel.
“If we lose sight for even a moment, I’m coming in.”
“I know,” I repeat and even though I’m attempting to sound agitated, I’m anything but. “You’re cute when you’re worried.”
His short huff is humorless, coming deep from his chest as we sit in the car.
“In and out, Addison,” he tells me, leaning over the console to give me a peck on the cheek. I don’t kiss him back, because I’m waiting, and sure enough, he asks again.
“You sure you want to do this?”
The way he asks it melts everything inside of me. I don’t answer him with words; instead I put a hand on either side of his handsome face, feeling his stubble beneath my palms, and press a gentle kiss to his lips. His dark eyes are open and staring down at me when I pull away.
“I’ll be right back,” I murmur.
“And I’ll be right here.”
As I shut the door to the car, I hear him say he’s starting the clock. I have five minutes. That’s what he gave me and I’m just fine with that.
If I’m going to be here with Daniel, as his wife and as a part of his family, I’m going to make sure everyone knows exactly where I stand.
Even with that confidence, my heart hammers as I walk through the dark glass doors to the station. Officer Walsh’s office is upstairs on the second floor. The elevator is empty, which doesn’t ease my nerves at all. I have to shake out my clammy hands and give myself a pep talk.
I’m merely planning to apologize for being caught off guard. To thank Officer Walsh for asking if I was all right and to let him know that I’m more than all right and not to question where I stand with the Cross brothers again.
Daniel and his brothers told me where Walsh’s office is. It’s the back-right corner office. I’m glad I know where it is and that when I finally get close, his door is open and he’s right in view. Alone, unsuspecting. Just like I was when he approached me.
It’s hard to give him the benefit of the doubt. That he’s only a cop looking out for a woman who’s mixed up with men like the Cross brothers.
I try to keep it in mind as I raise my fist to the open door and knock gently.
Words were nearly spoken as he lifts his head, but when Cody Walsh sees me, they’re silenced and instead he’s slow to tap the papers in his hands on the desk. “Miss Fawn.”
“Officer Walsh.” I speak his name pleasantly. Forgetting the pounding of adrenaline in my blood and noting that he’s only a man. Nothing more than human.
“I thought I’d see you again,” he comments. “Please come in.”
It’s quiet for a moment as I try to get ahold of my bearings.
He speaks first, easing the tension. “You’ll have to forgive my first impression. I don’t know what to make of the relationships they have. Your fiancé and his brothers.”
“Relationships?” I question, raising a brow and deciding to make light of it. “If Daniel has more than one of me…well, no wonder he’s so stressed.”
The short chuckle eases the officer slightly as he leans back in his chair, but his guard is still up. Something tells me it always is.
“Have a seat,” he offers, and I shake my head, telling him I was just stopping by for a quick moment.
“I’m not the bad guy, you know?” he tells me, catching me off guard.
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You didn’t have to,” he responds solemnly. “I’m still getting a read on them and you didn’t seem like you were all right,” he explains although he doesn’t have to.
“He’s not a bad guy either.” And I defend Daniel, although I don’t have to.
“I didn’t say he was.”
It’s quiet for a moment and I debate saying what’s on my mind. I nearly don’t but I decide I may never have another chance, so I should take it.
“You shouldn’t have mentioned my past. The foster…situation. Without it, you would have seemed like less of a bad guy.”
“Without it, I wouldn’t have known whether or not you knew.”
I hum in agreement, nodding although I don’t take my eyes off of his.
“What do I owe this visit to?” he asks when I go quiet, taking him in and trying to see where he falls. It changes with every passing minute. “Did you have a message for me?” he questions.
“As if I’d do their dirty work? No, I don’t have a message. I’m not privy to those conversations, Mr. Walsh. As you know, I appear to be the last to know most things around here.” Lying comes easier than I thought it would. In fact, I kind of like it. There’s a devilish spark that riddles its way through me as he asks me, “And you’re okay with that?”
I’m not okay with it. But that’s one thing that’s changing. Daniel’s right. I need to know. I was always meant to be a part of this. I need this.
Reaching into my purse, I pull out a Tupperware of fresh-baked cookies.
“For you,” I say while offering the small container. “I made a larger batch, but not all of them survived.”
He rises out of his seat but stops short of taking them for only a moment before accepting the gift. “Snickerdoodles?”
I shrug and say, “Cinnamon makes people happy.”
“You made me cookies?”
“I was having a bad day; I was short with you and I apologize.”
“I apologize as well; I sometimes forget that not every conversation is an interrogation.”
Looking at the clock on the wall above his head, I see five minutes has already passed. Half of me is surprised Daniel isn’t here, waiting behind me. The other half is relieved he’s given me this. I can handle this, and I want him to know it.
Patting the lid of the Tupperware, I offer him a smile and say, “I hope you like them. And I hope you know where I stand now.”

HIS STATEMENT KEEPS me from turning and leaving like I’d planned. “I’m just wondering what you see in him.” Officer Walsh doesn’t look at me with curiosity; it’s simply matter-of-fact. “From what I read, you had a hard upbringing, you fell into step with a group of brothers who took care of your problems, but then you took off. You’d gotten away, you made a new life, and then you came back… Why? Why come back to this?”
“To them, you mean.” It’s not a question that comes from me so easily, it’s a correction. “You obviously don’t know them well…yet,” I add. “If you knew them, you’d know why.”
His chair groans as he heaves back. It gives with the pressure of his back pushing against it and then he clicks his tongue. He seems to debate his words and then he jokes, of all things, lightening the tension, “It’s because he’s good-looking, isn’t it?”
I let a small laugh leave me before I playfully respond, “He’s handsome. He has a really charming smile…but you should hear him laugh.”
My heart does a funny thing at the memory of it from just the other night.
The officer’s rough chuckle doesn’t compare in the least. He’s a handsome man, on the right side of the law, with power and a strength that any woman would find attractive. But he’s not my damaged hero. He’s not a part of my family.
He’s a pawn in their game and I’m content in doing my part.
“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he asks me just as I turn my back to him, and my smile nearly falters. Nearly, but I hold it in place.
Turning back around and leaning forward, I have to lower my voice and whisper as though what I’m telling him is a secret. “I’m absolutely certain.”
I leave without another word, but before the door closes to his office, I hear him say, “I really hope you are.”
The ghost of a smile on my lips doesn’t leave; it stays right where it is even though I feel a chill down my spine. It grows colder with every step. Among the clatter of keyboards, phones ringing, and the white noise of the officers and secretaries talking, I hear the click of heels clearly. They’re in time with the beat of my heart.
It’s not until I’m outside of the double-doored station and a gust of wind blows my hair over my shoulders, tickling up my neck, that the chill leaves me. With a deep breath, I search for the car, finding it quickly, with Daniel leaning against it.
He is my home. He is my person. Beside him is where I belong, and I’ll do whatever it takes to stay there. Every sacrifice it demands, I’ll make.
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HARD TO LOVE
SETH & LAURA’S STORY
She was too good for this world. I was too much of a bastard to push her away.

I grew up in this life, and now I run these streets. Blood and violence taint everything I touch.
Everything but her. She was my constant through it all.

Just a touch would singe and soothe. 
Just a look would tempt and torment.
She became my escape and my addiction.
I only survived because she was by my side.

I should’ve known better than to indulge. 
I should’ve known better than to let her fall for me.
It was only a matter of time before the danger bled into what we had. 
I was Laura’s downfall. Problem was, she was mine too.





LONGING TO HOLD, PRELUDE TO HARD TO LOVE
Longing to Hold, prelude to Hard to Love





LAURA
O ur eyes met for a fraction of a second. If that. It was in passing.
Him on one end of the cafeteria, and I at the other.
The clatter of trays hitting the table in our high school cafeteria and even louder chatter and laughter of everyone else faded. The sounds weren’t even worthy of white noise; it all disappeared.
I felt him, his hands on me; I knew they’d be rough and possessive. His lips hit mine, hot and full of hunger, as if he’d been deprived of my touch. I could feel the hard blocks of the cylinder walls in this school against my back as he pushed me against it. I could hear the soft moans and heavy breathing I’d give to him the second his lips left mine and he peered deeply into my gaze.
Staring down at my tray, I can only hope my cheeks aren’t as red as they are hot. It’s hard to swallow, but I do. The perfectly red apple, with no bruises or nicks holds absolutely no desire for me to eat any longer, but I bite into it again, not tasting a damn thing and keep my head down.
I could look up, to see if he noticed, but Seth King’s table is full of other students, his crew as I’ve dubbed them, and mine is empty. One look and someone would see me staring at him; there’s no one here to hide me or my sordid thoughts.
So I keep my head down and avoid the gazes of everyone else. Just like I’ve been doing for weeks now. Ever since my Dad died.
My throat’s tight, it does that when I think of my father, and I nearly choke on the small piece of apple. The juice of it goes down the wrong way and I pretend that’s why my eyes sting.
I’m dealing with the loss poorly and everything that happened just before it. I’m certain that’s why everyone avoids me now.
It didn’t used to be like this, I was never the popular girl, but I wasn’t a pariah either, so that must be it. I’ve become an emotional wreck so now everyone keeps their distance. It seems fitting enough.
It’s been weeks and only Cami talks to me since the car crash. Everyone else lets me be. I don’t blame them. The smallest of questions, even a wave, is met with a delayed response, because my mind was elsewhere, or worse. I’ve cried out of nowhere, more times than I can count. So they leave me alone. I’m grateful, because it’s embarrassing and I hate it. I hate how weak mourning has made me.
Everyone lets me be… except for Seth King.
That has to be why I’m thinking of him like I am. All of the thoughts of what he’d do to me.
He doesn’t talk to me, really. He doesn’t do anything but walk me home. I didn’t ask him to and at first I didn’t want him there. I don’t need an audience for my grieving and no one owes me anything. Whether he knew my father or not. I told him just that, but it didn’t deter him and to be honest, a piece of me was grateful that there was someone there.
When the school bell rings and all my text books are swept up and safely zippered into my back pack, I know he’ll be there. Waiting for me as if he’s supposed to be there. He doesn’t even know me; not like that.
He doesn’t tell me he’ll be there, but I know when I walk out of the double back doors of the gym, feeling the cool autumn hair sweep my hair behind my neck, Seth will be standing at the edge of the parked cars. Which is directly in my walking path home.
Above everything else, the moment those doors swing open, l can hear his voice when he’s talking to one of his friends. Lately they’ve been there, surrounding him when I get out.
I know the crowd of his friends, although I had no idea they even knew my name until recently. Everyone knows them. They have a certain reputation.
They’re the boys who are trouble. I know Derek and all the things people say he does. Seth is their ring leader. That’s a good way to put it.
Before I’ve even taken a step out of the school building, I can hear Seth’s voice and most times, he glances through the people around him and sees me.
They usually disperse before I get there, but sometimes they’re still talking. Especially Derek, he doesn’t seem to get the hint like the others do.
I’m not the kind of girl to allow a man to tell me anything. Certainly not Seth. I listened though. Not a piece of me wanted to be alone on the way home. All the evidence of how low my life had gotten was waiting for me. So I let him. He stands right at the entrance to the field, where the gap in the fence was made so anyone living on the north side of town could walk through. Students like me.
I go to him; he walks me home. It’s as simple as that.
But last week, his crew was talking and I didn’t want to be a part of it. I didn’t need Seth to walk me home and I definitely didn’t need to wait around for him. I thought, I’m strong enough and I’ve had enough of Seth acting like my babysitter or whatever he thinks this is. I’m not one of them and I don’t need to be a burden.
I walked around Derek and Seth, not wanting to interrupt their conversation and not wanting to anticipate that he was waiting for me. Even though he’d been doing it every day; I wanted to make it clear that I didn’t assume it was going to last forever and, more importantly, that I didn’t need him to. I didn’t need his sympathy or whatever it was that convinced him he should be watching over me like he did.
After all, I barely know him. I know of him. It’s different. His crew is older and seniors. I’m only a sophomore.
Their father’s run the gang, if that’s what it’s called?, that my father was a part of.
I’m just the lonely girl Seth has to baby sit, I think. Maybe his father told him to do it, as a favor to my now dead father; I don’t know. I don’t care either.
So last week when I saw that their conversation wasn’t coming to an end, I decided, if he’s busy, I go about my business, refusing to be the inconvenience I knew I was.
Seth didn’t like it, though. He didn’t like me walking around them. He didn’t like that I didn’t wait.
I know that he didn’t because of the way he yelled out my name. It was deep and full of irritation. The little hairs at the back of my neck stood up and it wasn’t because of the chill that comes at the end of October.
I couldn’t even look over my shoulder at him. Instead I stood there, frozen, for only a moment, watching the tall grass woven between the posts of the white fence waving in the breeze. And then my right foot moved and my left. I kept my head down and continued forward.
He wasn’t the boss of me and he still hadn’t given me a reason he was doing all of this. I still don’t know for certain.
So I kept walking. None of them owe me anything. Regardless if they were close to my father or not. If they want to help because my Dad worked with them, they can send money or something, I’m sure my Grandmother could use the help with the bills.
At least that’s what my thought was, when I ignored him yelling after me.
Until his strong arm came from behind, wrapping around my lower belly. His forearm was solid against my hip and my back hit his chest.
“Wait for me, Babygirl,” he whispered although his tone was rough and demanding. Babygirl. The name is probably inconsequential to him. I bet he calls a lot of girls that three syllable nickname. It hit me hard though, like it meant more. It’s like a memory you can’t place. When it feels so familiar and comforting, but you don’t know why. That’s what his harshly spoken whisper, almost a reprimand, did to me. The girl I used to be, wouldn’t have tolerated it before. But that girl is long gone, and she took my will with her.
Seth’s breath was warm on my neck. It travelled lower even through the cold. His hand lingered, it had slipped through my cardigan and his thumb brushed the exposed skin there, as my shirt underneath rode up.
It was maybe a third of minute, all of twenty achingly long seconds of him standing next to me, his heat enveloping me. I swear he’s hotter than everyone else.
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak and it’s then that I noticed the other guys, most certainly Derek, must be right behind me. I felt their presence. They followed too and they were close enough for me to hear although they whispered. The few students who walked around us stared. Great, I thought, now I’ve made a scene.
I heard Derek’s voice, that’s what made me turn around to face all of them, something about having a good night, but he said my name with it. Have a good night, Laura. That’s all it was. Derek’s first words to me, casual and seemingly innocuous.
I was going to say, you too, like a normal person, even if it was weird that he’d speak to me. He never had before. But when I turned, Seth was there, too close, and with a look in his eyes I didn’t care for. Concern, disappointment, maybe something else too when his gaze met mine.
It’s been 34 days since the first time he walked me home. I count because I’m waiting for it to end.
Only 22 of those 34 days he actually walked me home. 22 days of him by my side every step of the way after school. The weekends I’ve been alone to obsess over the change in events.
And 7 days since that day I can’t shake, when I disappointed him. When he called me Babygirl. It was last Thursday. And here I am, still wondering about it, replaying it and debating on where I should stand today if they’re talking again. I won’t walk off, because I don’t want him to look at me like that again.
It’s a foolish reason, but I know it to be true.
So all of this. This sexual tension between us, I know I’ve made it up in my mind. It’s embarrassing and I hate it. If there was anything at all between us, he would have made that clear. He doesn’t even speak to me apart from occasional niceties when we walk the fifteen minutes to my grandmother’s townhouse. Nothing. And if I know anything about Seth, if he wanted me in anyway, he would have been damn clear about that.
I’m just a girl who lost her father, and Seth is a boy who feels the need to make sure I’m okay because he knew my father. I’m sure that’s all this is. But my mind wants it to be more.
Setting my apple down on the rather full tray of food I probably won’t be able to stomach, I make a mistake and I look over at them. At the table of boys who are trouble at best, dangerous at worst.
I just miss making eye contact with Seth’s right hand man, literally sitting to his right. Derek’s good looking; I get a glimpse of him first before cowardly looking back down at my tray. He has the same dark brown hair as Seth does, but his is longer, swept to the side. He actually styles his hair. Seth’s is shorter, but still long at the top. Long enough to barely grip maybe, but not much longer than that. Short enough not to have to style.
I’ve been doing that recently; I think with a touch of humor as I tap the plastic fork on the tray. I’ve been comparing every man I see to Seth. I always come to the same conclusion: they can’t light a match to Seth.
It’s his eyes though and his dominating air around him that draws me into Seth. The piercing blue gaze, the broad shoulders and that strong jaw line. Everything about him radiates power and sex appeal.
One more glance, just one, and I drink him in. Even though Seth’s not overly muscular, he’s toned and has enough of an etched lining of muscle that anyone who sees him knows he works out, or rather, that he could hurt them easily enough. It’s what keeps his jaw sharp I think. It’s a clean line, severe like his gaze can be.
Apart from that, he’s charming, classically handsome. When he smiles, God when he smiles, I inwardly sigh, his pale blue eyes brighten, shining with humor, and his cheeks soften in a way that makes him more than approachable.
He doesn’t smile much, though. Not recently.
I peek up, trying to disguise my curiosity as just coincidence that I’m looking his way again to see if he’s smiling now.
My breath is stolen when our eyes lock and my heart does a weird thud, maybe it’s pretending to be dead just like I am. To no longer exist since he caught me in the act of daring to look his way.
Fuck, I’m shit at this. I’ve never been a good liar and I don’t hide a damn thing well. I can’t look away though, not when he’s still staring back at me. I’m caught, literally and figuratively, stuck right where I am, feeling my skin tingle and my cheeks burn.
My heart’s caught too.
It only beats again, when he nods to the right, his head tilted, almost unperceivably, motioning with it to come to him.
I can see myself doing it, walking over to him. I’d leave my tray though, there isn’t a place for me. There isn’t room there. What would I do? Stand there like an imbecile waiting for his next demand? I’m foolish enough as it is.
What if when I got there, he hadn’t called me over. What if all of it is all in my head?
I wonder if he knows what I’m thinking by just looking at me. I think he does because the corners of his mouth slip down as my lips part. As if I’d spoken the excuse. As if he could hear it from all the way over there.
“Hey,” the word comes with the short clank of a tray hitting the cheap table. It jostles as Cami sits, her blonde hair bouncing with tight curls as she tells me, “Sorry I’m late, fucking algebra.” Picking up her apple she asks me, “You doing alright? You look a little flushed.”
Emotions swarm up my chest and my cheeks heat even more. “Fine,” I answer her without looking in her eyes and refusing to look Seth’s way again. “I’m fine.”
I hate lying, but I’d rather do that than admit how irrefutably not fine I really am.





SETH
Derek shuts his steel locker door and it bangs louder than it should. I don’t care; I keep the back of my head resting on the cool metal of the lockers and stare down the hall at room 4W with my hands in my pockets. I’ve never had a class in that room, but Laura has two of them every day in 4W.
“You really that pissed over her not coming to sit with you?” Derek sounds exasperated and I turn back to him, not bothering to move even though the warning bell rings. The halls are far from vacant, I have plenty of time to get to the other wing of the school.
“She doesn’t listen,” I bite out the complaint lowly, although there’s not much emotion in my comment. Laura Roth has a bad habit of doing what she wants, when she wants. And the bottom line is that she doesn’t want me. Which is best, but I’ll be damned if I don’t want her.
“She’s mourning,” he reminds me and I give him a glare that would shut anyone else up. “You don’t have to remind me.” I don’t hide the anger in my tone as I make my way passed him and down the corridor. I have nearly every class with Derek. Thank fuck. I don’t know how I’d get through the day without him there. I’m not a scholar, I’m not book smarts. With the life I lead, none of the curriculum taught within these walls means a damn thing.
“Get to class you two,” Miss Talbot calls out to a couple, kissing in the corner. She’s a nice enough lady, married with kids of her own in college. Even her reprimand to those students sounds motherly. Her voice carries over to us as does her gaze and the moment she sees us, her lips slam shut. She visibly pales and looks to her right, clapping and telling someone else, apparently his name is Steven, that he can’t be late again. She doesn’t say shit to me or Derek. No one does anymore.
Teachers like her are simply counting the days until we’re gone and they don’t have to deal with us. I don’t blame her. I don’t blame any of them. I get it now, more than ever. Quite frankly, I’ve been counting the days for years.
“I’m just saying,” Derek speaks beneath his breath, “She’s not trying to be a problem, she’s just out of it.” My gaze narrows as I take my friend in. We’re nearly the same height, but I’m still just a hair taller than him.
“Who said she was a problem?”
“Cut it the fuck out. You know what I mean.” The last student in front of us shuts her locker and practically runs with two thick text books in her arms. Derek gives her a tight smile, that she returns with a blush and a sped up pace to get by us. “You’re getting all pissed off because she didn’t come over to sit at the table, but why would she? She makes it obvious she’d rather be alone.” He continues, and the two us stand outside of our class room sooner than I’d like. The door is still open and Derek places his shoe deliberately against it, keeping it open. “You’re letting her get to you. … that’s a problem whether you want to admit it or not.”
I catch Mr. Chasting’s, our English teacher, gaze and he stares back at me, before looking back at his notebook and greeting the class. Not bothering to say a word to the two of us. He knows we’ll come in, sit down, and deal with this last year just like he deals with us. Quietly, causing as few problems as possible and simply sliding by until we can walk across the stage and everyone can be done with this charade.
My response to him is firm. “She’s not a problem and it’s not a problem.”
“You’re right,” he agrees with me, catching me off guard. “You’re the one with the problem. She’s just a sweet girl you can’t seem to leave alone.”
“You know why.”
“I do and I think it’s fucked. My advice?” he offers although I don’t want it. “Let it be,” he hisses and I look over his shoulder to see a girl watching us from inside the class. I think her name is Sandra or maybe Susan. She’s quick to avert her eyes and pretend like she wasn’t trying to listen.
I barely react to Derek’s comments. I’ve heard it all before. I know how he feels and I don’t give a shit. I can’t stay away from her. I’m just walking her home. That’s it. I owe her that at least.
“You’ve made your opinion known,” I remind him, turning around to lean my back against the wall outside of the class room. Seems like I need anything and everything to hold me up lately. It’s fucking draining, dealing with all the shit that’s gone down.
Derek sighs audibly, as if I’m the worst thing he has to deal with. God knows that’s not the case. Letting the door go, he stands beside me. The door shuts softly with a click and it’s quiet for a moment before a resounding bell rings through the hall.
Now we’re late. No one cares, though.
“I’m just saying,” he continues. “She lost someone and maybe you should just leave her alone.”
“Everyone lost someone.” The words are lost in the vacant hall. “Including me,” I turn to look Derek in the eyes. Slipping his hands into his pocket, he nods solemnly. “I haven’t forgotten,” he answers.
“It’s all different now, and if I want to deal with it this way, I need you to back it up.” I feel tense and unsure, knowing everything has changed and I need Derek there. I won’t survive without him.
“I back you on everything, but you’re supposed to trust me, and you know that means telling you when I think something’s fucked.”
A thin smirk graces my lips but it comes with a humorless huff of a laugh that sounds sick to my ears. “Everything’s fucked.” The past weekend was the hardest and the only bright light I had was knowing, come Monday, I’d have Laura to look out for again. Even if for only a moment.
I can hear him swallow thickly, and it’s quiet for a moment.
“People mourn differently, yeah?” I ask him, although it’s rhetoric. They’re his own words given back to him. Words he gave me when we stood over the ashes this past weekend.
His sneaker kicks against the cheap linoleum floors and I feel like a prick. “Sorry, I’m just being a dick now.” I tell him and close my eyes, pushing down the pain of the brutal truth we’ve been hiding.
“No, you’re right.” He brushes it off but his voice is tight. “I like the way I handle it better.”
“We should get to class,” I speak when neither of us says anything for a long moment. His words stop me from moving more than inch though.
“We’re all dealing differently and when the news breaks, I know it’ll be easier in some ways.” I hate that he’s talking about it at all. We made a pact, not to say anything. A cold prick travels over my skin. Starting at the back of my neck and working its way down slowly. My hands form into fists and press the right one against the wall, letting my knuckles turn white.
The story is that our Dad’s took off and we didn’t want to file a report. We don’t need the police getting involved. Death is a part of this life. So is getting even.
I don’t look at him when I speak. “It will get easier,” I answer him, feeling my throat get so tight the words almost don’t make it. “This is what we signed up for. We knew what we were doing.” I don’t know who I’m trying to convince anymore.
“I know. And I’m here with you. Your right hand man. I just feel like…” he scratches his jaw, staring down at his feet instead of meeting my gaze.
“Out with it,” I bite out the words.
“Everyone lost someone and we’re all dealing with it differently. But I don’t get why you won’t leave her alone.”
“I’m just protecting her.” The answer slips out easily enough. It’s what I’ve told everyone.
Derek scoffs. “Don’t bull shit me.”
“Fine,” I answer him, unconsciously nodding as I tell him, “You’re right. I want her and it’s fucked. But I’m just being there for her, I’m not pushing anything.”
He shakes his head slowly, his eyes pinned to mine. “You’re waiting. You know it’s going to happen. She wants you, you want her. It’s going to happen and you’re making sure it does.”
“It will be her call if it does,” I answer him, at peace with that decision.
“You can never have her. A lot of shit went down and more is coming. You really want to drag her into it?”
“She’s already a part of it and you know it.”
“Don’t do this to her. You want to feel better, and I get it. But this? This is wrong.” His conclusion is spoken hard and clear.
“Are you going to stop me?”
“No.” His tone drops as does his gaze. “I’ll still be here. I won’t stand in your way.”
“Good. Drop it.”
On some level I should feel relief that he’s going to drop it, but I don’t.
I don’t think I can stop myself. And he’s right; I don’t deserve her after what I’ve done. But I can’t help myself.





LAURA
M y shoulder’s sore. I carried around all my books today rather than going to the locker and the damn strap has been digging into my shoulder. It hurts more than I try to show.
Secretly, as I make my way through the thinned crowd to the open double doored exit, I hope Seth asks if he can carry my bag for me. I’m not a damsel in distress, but my pride is kind enough to acknowledge that it hurts. He always asks, and with my luck, I think: today will be the day he doesn’t ask and I’ll have to ask him.
I swallow the thought the moment the chilly November air hits me. Everyone disperses in front of me, but I stay where I am, my feet planted on the asphalt just outside the doors.
“Oh, sorry,” I mumble when someone behind me brushes past and I realize I’ve been blocking the doorway.
A nervous heat ricochets through my body, from my tip toes all the way up to my ears which turn red hot. I imagine they’re about as red as my nose must be when I shiver and a cold gust of wind smacks me right across the face.
Unwilling to stand here any longer, growing colder by the second, I force myself forward towards the field.
My heart drops with each passing second. I have no right to be upset. This raw tightness in my throat can get the hell out of here. And it can take my insecure thoughts with it. One step. He’s not mine. Therefore, there is no loss. Another step. I knew this wouldn’t last.
Another step and I whirl around at the sound of my name.
Seth’s face is flushed as he jogs to catch up to me. Tall and handsome, and literally running after me. Blip. My heart does a thing that feels like a mix between a sink and a flip.
“Couldn’t wait for me?” he asks although it’s obviously rhetoric, stopping just in front of me. His heat is immediate, he’s so close, and with another gust of wind, I’m hit with his heady masculine scent.
“Sorry,” I apologize and that makes him noticeably flinch. With a tight smile, I shift my weight and adjust the strap of my bag.
“Let me get it,” Seth tells me, he doesn’t ask, and he reaches for my bag before I even have a chance to hand it over.
“Thank you.” Relief is immediate.
“No problem.” All sorts of emotions threaten to show themselves, and instead, I bury them down. I shouldn’t be this happy that he’s here. We’re still nothing. I’m just getting used to it. I look forward to it even. I don’t know what I’ll do when he stops, but I don’t want to think about that either.
“Are you still stalking me?” I manage to ask, even as the gratitude fills me.
“Of course,” he answers with a cocky, asymmetric grin. “Technically,” he starts walking, his stride long enough to quickly put distance between us. He turns around to walk backwards just as we get to the open gap in the fence. I’m faintly aware of the eyes on us, but I ignore them all. “Since I’m in front, you’re the one who’s stalking me,” he teases with that handsome smile and my God, I laugh. It’s genuine and loud enough for him to hear it.
“You wish,” I tell him with a smile and feel the heat in my cheeks when he slows down so I can catch up. He made me jog a little to do it, maybe he wanted to make this chase even.
It will never be even though, I’m certain of that. As the days blend together, the tension between us changes into something warmer, something closer. It’s easier and lighter.

DAY 1: He told me he’d walk me home and that day I held his hand.
Day 24: He called me Babygirl.
Day 36: he started meeting me outside my classroom and immediately takes my backpack.
Day 45: It’s too cold to walk, so Seth insists on driving me home. That’s the day the news broke about his father. I hugged him and refused to let go for the longest time. And he let me, holding me back.
Day 46: My hand brushed his more than once in the car and I swear I couldn’t breathe because of it.
Day 50: I thought he was going to kiss me over the console. But he didn’t.

50 DAYS with Seth King so close. 50 days of subtle touches and longing glances. It’s not in my head. I know it’s not. I just want him to kiss me. I’ll be the one who loses in the end of whatever game he’s playing. Because I’m already falling. I’m tired of fighting, though. I don’t know how I can stop myself.





SETH
“ You’re a bad influence,” Laura comments as she picks at the hole in her jeans. There’s a broad beautiful smile on her face though and a tempting tease in her tone. I fucking love it.
“Yeah,” I answer her, grabbing another beer, “I know.” The football game is on in the main room of The Club, so I invited her back here, to the backroom.
Weekdays are no longer enough. I need her on the weekends too. Derek warned me it’s mixing business with personal life, but I can’t tell the difference between the two anyway.
There’s a pool table in front of us, and then there’s only this amber brown leather sofa. Just those two pieces of furniture in the dimly lit back room, and just the two of us. The strong girl I know Laura to be is suddenly shy, whenever I meet her gaze. Shy looks damn good on her. It only makes her look that much more fuckable.
“I don’t really drink.” The chilled beer in her hand moves to the other. Her thumb drags up the side of it, leaving a trail in the dew against the cold glass.
“You have to at least try it,” I brush my shoulder against hers, inching closer, and then shrug, “Or not,” and take a swig of my own. Resting my elbows on my knees, I lean forward and tell her, looking over my shoulder, “You’re right, I’m a bad influence. I’ll drink it. I just didn’t want to be rude and not offer you one.” I want to ease all of her nerves, but I know part of the reason she’s nervous is because she’s waiting for me to make a move. She’s getting bolder with every passing day. It’ll happen soon; I know it. I’m fucking dying for it.
“Kay,” she answers me, and then takes a swig of her own. Her nose scrunches, but she swallows. Watching her lick her lips after makes my cock harden. I have to rip my gaze away and I focus on the cracked door as a roar of cheers leaks back to us.
“Someone did something good,” she says quietly and I can hear her take another drink.
“Did you want to watch the game?” I question her, almost praying she says yes just so we’re not alone back here. Everything is her call. But damn she’s pushing me to give in with that innocent and tempting look in her eyes.
“As much as I like it out there, no, I want to play,” she gestures to the pool table. Right. I drop my head, remembering that’s why we’re back here. It’s not so I can fuck her on this sofa like I want to do. The days going slower and slower until that moment she lets me walk her home. That short amount of time is a blur, leaving me wanting and waiting in agony until I can see her again. She’s addictive. Her soft glances and gentle touches are my drug. I want more.
More than that, she wants more.
“What are we betting?”
“What do you want?” she asks me in return, the question deliberately seductive, and I have to swallow tightly, taking a long drink of my beer. I nearly finish the damn thing.
“How about, if you win, you can pick where we go next Sunday,” I offer her, knowing it’s a win for me too.
“I like here. I told you I was curious what it was like.”
“I still can’t believe you’ve never been here,” I finish the beer and stand, grabbing the rack to get the game started before all the blood in my head moves to my dick and I forget about the pool game again.
Laura follows my lead, “I don’t see how you can’t believe that… as I’m not twenty-one so I shouldn’t be in a bar and this isn’t exactly my crew.”
“Crew,” I lean back, grabbing the cue and lining it up. “You don’t need to be in the crew,” I mock the way she said it, “to hang out in here. Didn’t you want a job? We need a new waitress and you don’t have to be twenty-one for that.”
She’s quiet for a moment, not answering and I would give anything to know what she’s thinking. Everyone knows The Club is our hang out and she’s right, not everyone is welcome. It’s only a bar, but it’s where all the cash is funneled so all the dirty shit we do comes out clean in the checkbook.
She finally relaxes her shoulders, letting the bottle sit on her knee to tell me, “I really love the atmosphere though. And the people… it’s nice to be around here, I guess that’s how I can put it.”
“Well, I’m glad you came.”
Just as I’m pulling back the pool stick, Laura calls out, “Uh, no. Ladies first.” She pulls at the stick from behind me, and playfully nudges my shoulder. She teases, “And to think, I thought you were a gentleman.”
I loosen my grip on the stick and when she has it fully in her grasp, I raise my hands, letting my gaze roam down her body, from the tight cream sweater to the faded pair of jeans with a hole in the knee, she looks utterly desirable. The cut on her sweater is lower than most of them. At school she’s always hidden behind baggy sweatshirts. It doesn’t escape my notice that she decided to wear a sexed up version for today’s venture. A not-date with yours truly.
“Whatever gave you the idea that I’m a gentleman… I take it back. You should know I’m practically a savage.” My joke is awarded with a sweet laugh and a complimentary blush coloring her cheeks.
Laura rests the stick against the table so she can take another sip of beer before telling me, “I may have picked up on the savage part.”
“You like the beer?” I ask her and she shrugs.
“So far I don’t hate it.”
I wait, taking my time for my next comment until she’s lined up and pulled back.
“I heard you liked something else today,” I start and watch her ass sway, her hips rocking as she teases the cue, letting the slim wood thread through her fingers as if she’s a pro with it. I’ve got a full hard on just watching her, and I might be a bastard, because I’m not ashamed of it in the least.
“What’s that?” she asks, squinting just so and ready to strike.
“Heard you told your girl Cami that you like my ass,” I confess just as she pushes her weight forward, barely hitting the cue ball and bumping into the table as well. With her mouth hung open although it comes with a smile she can’t contain. A vibrant rose colors her chest all the way up to her cheeks. The balls smack against one another, only three break away, not giving her a damn thing.
“Speechless?” I question when she doesn’t say anything, the butt of the pool cue hitting the floor as she holds it against her body.
My lips are on my beer, but my eyes stay on her as I drink.
“You’re not a savage,” she finally responds with more confidence than anything else, “You’re an ass.” She says it all with the most beautiful smile. I belt out a laugh, holding my hand out for the cue. She’s resistant, pursing her lips, but gives in, passing me the stick.
Our fingers brush one another when she does. Electricity strikes me, coursing through my arm and then down my body. It’s hot and the heat lingers long after she’s sulked back to sofa, sitting on the armrest with her arms crossed against her chest. I want to feel that all the time. The way she makes me feel with such a simple touch.
“I don’t remember saying a damn thing about your ass by the way,” she shrugs. I make my hit quick, lining up an easy pocket. Crack. I move to the other side of the table, lining up another that should break the rest of the balls up. It’s a more difficult set up, requiring a little more strength.
“Is that memory of yours selective?” I ask her and immediately pocket another ball. With the stick in my right hand, I round the table, daring to look back at her.
She’s seething, but the embarrassment, or anger, whatever’s got her panties in a bunch, is mixed with desire that’s been coming to the surface more and more with every passing day.
It’s quiet until I pull back.
“You do have a nice ass,” she mutters, and I look over my shoulder to see her shrug, bringing her beer to her lips, her eyes focused on the ass in question.
“Glad I can give you a good view,” I offer and just miss the next pocket.
Laura’s giddiness is accompanied by a squeal of “my turn” and her quickly coming up behind me, her left arm brushes against my back, her fingers dance over mine. Every touch is deliberate, seductive, and I am drowning in it. I don’t let go of the stick at once. When she tugs it, her eyes meet mine and the air sparks between us, getting hotter and lighter.
“My turn,” she whispers, and I let go, not saying a word. I back up to the other end of the sofa, memorizing every curve of her body. She calls the side pocket and with a soft touch, the ball rolls lazily into the pocket. I have to wait until her back is to me to adjust myself. I’m uncomfortably hard, my cock pressing against the zipper of my jeans.
“We didn’t come up with a bet,” she reminds me when she misses her next. We trade places with little conversation, but the heat between us is there, and when she hands me the pool stick, she hesitates, forcing me to look into her eyes and see the smoldering heat that stirs in them.
“Right,” I nod when she hits the cue, misses, and makes her way back to the other end of the sofa, handing me the pool stick. I’m still standing where I was, watching her. Instead of going back to the table, I make my way to her, planting the stick down right in front of her, both of my hands around it I ask her, “What is it that you want, Babygirl?”
Her hazel gaze drops to my lips in a heartbeat. I know it’s one heartbeat because my own pounds in my chest with lust and need.
“I can have anything?” she questions in a breathy whisper, slowly raising her gaze back to mine.
I lean in closer until my lips are only inches away from hers. “Anything you want.” The tension sizzles between us.
Her chestnut hair falls in front her, draped around her shoulders and I reach forward to tuck a lock behind her ear. I don’t get the chance to though, Laura’s small hands reach up, grabbing onto mine. There’s desperation in her touch, want and need swirling in a deadly concoction in her eyes.
“Seth,” she tries to speak my name easily, but lust mingles with the single syllable. She closes her eyes, breathing in deeply, letting her chest rise and fall.
All I have to do is lean forward. That’s it.
But the door whips open and Derek’s voice booms in, startling Laura.
She gasps and backs away, leaning deep into the sofa as I glare at Derek.
“Oh shit, sorry,” Derek looks between the two of us. “I didn’t mean to…”
“It’s fine,” I answer but my tone notes that it’s anything but fine. Clearing my throat, I ask him, “What is it?

“WE NEED YOU. SOME,” he glances at Laura who looks down and away, as if she’s not listening, “information just came in.”
I know exactly what he’s referring to and it can’t wait. Fucking figures.
“I have to go,” I tell Laura rather than answering Derek. “I’ll drive you back.”
“You don’t have to,” she answers sweetly, not at all bothered that our non-date ended as quickly as it began.
“It’s not about what I have to do. Do you want me to?” I regret asking her that the moment the question slipped out. Derek’s still hear watching and my nerves are on tip toes waiting for her answer.
“Yes… please. I want you to.”
Derek butts in, responding to both of us. “We have to go that way anyway.” He speaks to Laura this time, “So even if you said no, I’m sure Seth would have insisted.” He is friendly towards her, but I can see the warning when he looks back at me, the politeness when he looks at her. He still hasn’t changed his mind.
I haven’t changed my mind either.
   
“I HATE YOUR FUCKING GUTS,” I mutter to Derek and he only chuckles in response. Like all of this is some joke to him. The evening sky is already black, not a star in sight and with no streetlights in Laura’s neighborhood, the only lights are from the windows lining the row of townhouses.
“No you don’t,” he finally says, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. “I was surprised you brought her to The Club. Didn’t even know she was back there with you.”
Nervousness pricks down my neck. I know exactly why he wouldn’t think I’d bring her there.
“She wanted to do something this weekend. I offered to take her.”
“Of all the places?” he questions, but doesn’t say anything else as I put the car into drive and make a right, driving back to the highway.
“You kiss her yet? Or was that your first and I completely cock blocked you?”
“The latter assumption,” I answer, tightening my grip on the wheel. My palm heats talking about this with him. He’d given up all the warnings for weeks now.
“So no kiss?” he asks like it’s unbelievable.
“No kiss,” I answer him, not bothering to hide my resentment towards him for interrupting us. I’m not just taking it slow. I’m letting her lead. Which is taking a longer time than I’d hoped. It’s fucking torture but that’s what I get.
“If that’s not a sign, I don’t know what is.”
“What are you talking about?” What sign?
“That I just happen to walk back there and stop it. You’re in too deep with her. And you know it.”
“This again?” Anger forces my muscles to coil. “I told you, it’s none of your business.
“It is because you’re my friend. My best friend. I’d give my life for you,” he stresses in a pained statement.
“I’d do the same for you and you know that,” I pause, making sure he accepts that as fact, “but she’s not up for discussion.”
“Could you even love her? Knowing that she doesn’t know.”
She’ll never know. I’ve already decided that. She will never know the truth. It’ll kill her. I won’t allow that to happen. An intense wave of protectiveness jolts through me, leaving a cold sweat to cover every inch of my skin. Having to slow down at the stop sign, I look Derek in the eyes, “There were only 5 of us in that room. They’re all dead but you and me. She will never know.”
“They could have told someone else. You don’t know.”
My head shakes in anger, denying what he’s saying. No one else knows. They can’t.
“I’m just saying, are you sure you want to go after her and not end this? It’s not too late to walk away. She’ll be alright man. I’m telling you. She’ll be fine if you walked away.”
“I’m not walking away, Derek. It’ll be best for us, if you never bring that shit up again.”
He starts to apologize, but I cut him off, easing into traffic and dropping this conversation, “I made up my mind on how this is going to happen. If anything gets in my way, or threatens to get between me and Laura, there will be hell to pay. I want her, and I’m going to have her.”
I know if she were to know the truth, she’d hate me. I’ll do everything I can to keep it a secret.
“She’s going to fall for me.” I speak out loud, wanting Derek to know it, to accept it and get the hell over his reservations.
“Are you going to be able to give her that back?” he asks in a calm even voice riddled with true concern. “Can you really fall for her, knowing what you did?”
If I were a better man, I’d keep her away because I don’t know the answer to Derek’s question. I wouldn’t dream every night for her to kiss me. He has it right. It’s selfish of me to want her to be with me.
I’m not a better man. She makes me feel like one, though. That’s why I can’t stop.
I don’t answer his question, and he doesn’t bring it up again.
All I need is Laura to kiss me. One kiss, and then I won’t hold back a damn thing anymore.





HARD TO LOVE PROLOGUE
Seth

O n the west coast and several years before meeting the Cross brothers.

THIS HOUR OF NIGHT, the floor-to-ceiling windows reveal nothing but black outside. Pitch black. Inside, though, the lights shine brightly and keep everyone in this place invigorated. The bass of the music thrums in my veins just as it lightly vibrates the hardwood floors beneath my polished oxfords.
Wrapping my hand around the steel rail that runs along the second-floor loft, with my office behind me, I watch the bright blue lights fade to nearly black in time with the beat. Bodies sway, drinks are poured, and life moves on.
My bar is the hottest spot in all of Tremont. The women, the money, all the shit that goes down in the back rooms—it’s all mine. Everyone wants in those black glass double doors. Thank fuck for that. It took nearly a year to get my name back, to get the money, both dirty and clean, flowing easily without someone wanting me dead along the way.
A year of recovering from the damage that was done.
A year without her.
A year cleaning up the mess and taking care of shit that nearly broke me. Between all the fights and all the drugs, none of it compares to what happened last year. Two days until the date.
A gruff exhale leaves me as I force away the memories and focus on what’s in front of me. The perfect location, the perfect setup. The perfect fucking life I’ve been building.
The name of the bar mirrors every inch of what’s inside. Allure. It’s designed to lure in customers and to keep the drinks flowing, the hips moving, and the money streaming in. The bar is seductive with polished black marble waterfall counters that gleam, their shine visible from all the way up here. The deep cobalt velvet sofas on opposite sides of the seating area are just as enticing as the women who perch themselves there with crystal glasses containing pink cocktails in their manicured hands as they let out peals of feminine laughter. Black crystal chandeliers drip from the ceilings.
Club Allure is about escaping from reality via luxury and illusions of grandeur.
The basement though… and the back rooms… those are the real moneymakers, all of it under the table, and how I earned the fear and respect that comes with my name.
It’s also what led to enemies. You haven’t made it in this world until someone tries to take what’s yours. Until someone wants to challenge you. Until someone wants you dead.
I learned that hard lesson a year ago. And the ones who came for me? Their deaths didn’t go unnoticed by anyone else who thought they could take from me.
An eerie prick travels down my spine as my mind wanders to places in the past. Back to when I was a different man. Things change when the ones you love the most leave you. Just as I think about everything that happened before this, just as the memories invade the present, I swear I hear her voice.
It’s only a memory. She’s only a memory. I remind myself like I’ve done so many silent nights, only to have my gaze drawn to the sound again.
The crowd doesn’t part for her; she blends into it, which is what she always wanted.
I see her though, and everyone else blurs as I focus on her alone.
My grip tightens on the rail and everything pauses around me. My blood runs scorching hot. Her dark brunette hair cascades down to her lower back. In distressed dark denim shorts and a silk cream tank top that hangs low on her back, she makes her way straight to the bar. I watch as the corners of her lips turn up at recognizing the two men behind the bar. They’ve been my crew since the first day… she was there too.
She was always there, always a part of us.
Connor sees her first, dropping the empty glass he’s holding on the counter to reach across the bar. When he calls out, “Babygirl,” Roman looks up from the set of four shots he’s pouring and grins at her.
It’s too loud on this floor to make out everything they’re saying. It’s all smiles and hugs, though. Warm, friendly greetings. It steals any heat I had and leaves a chill to settle over my shoulders, slowly wrapping its way around me as the time ticks away.
The two of them barely let her get a word in as they talk, but she laughs—fuck, I can hear that sweet mirth all the way up here. Just like I can see the rosy flush in her cheeks when she agrees to take a shot with them. Just like I can see the dip in her throat that I used to lick when she throws back the shot of clear liquid.
It’s been a year, but I swear I remember the way she tastes.
It takes a minute before she asks them something. She rocks on her heels as she waits for an answer and both of the guys look around the first floor.
It’s when they point to Derrick that the hate creeps in. That chill on my skin turns to ice and I decide I’m sick of waiting.
She asked for Derrick. Not me.
My eyes are trained on her as I make my way down the stairs. My jaw is set as it is, and I can’t change that fact for the world right now. Past the masses dancing on the floor, I make my way easily to where Derrick’s seated in a leather wingback chair on the far edge of the wall where security is located.
A woman turns around, tall and slim, when I brush past her. I barely notice anything about her except the short red dress that clings to her curves. She smiles when she sees it’s me, her eyes hopeful but she quickly lowers her gaze and backs away.
Maybe it’s the hate in my glare that told her I’m not in the mood for these games tonight.
I’m barely contained, hardly capable of a single rational thought as that last moment I had with Laura runs through my mind. The past and the present swirl in front of me, hitting me harder and more forcefully than the strongest cocktail I could drown myself in.
Laura plants a kiss on Derrick’s cheek... It’s short lived and her smile is sorrowful.
The anger that carved itself into a glower relents and dims. Even a year isn’t enough time. There will never be enough time passed to make it better.
Regret is my enemy. Guilt its friend.
I’m standing there like a lion stalking his prey when Laura turns around, not looking where she’s going, brushing stray strands of hair from her face as she bumps right into me.
“Sorry,” she quickly breathes, and then she looks at me. Her blue eyes have flecks of gold in them, and like a concoction of emotion they swirl as she stares at me. Her lips are slightly parted, and they stay like that. Open and waiting with disbelief.
“Laura.” I say her name and feel the thrill of doing just that simmer in my blood.
“Seth,” she whispers. Her shoulders drop slightly and then she covers herself, as if instantly cold.
“I um, I had something to give Derrick,” she tells me, but her eyes don’t stay on me. They stray, unable to keep my gaze. I watch the cords in her neck tighten as she swallows; I can’t help but notice how her hands keep nervously playing with the hem of her shirt.
“You afraid to see me, Babygirl?” I ask her lowly and that gets her attention. Those beautiful blues find mine and for a moment, I feel everything all over again.
The undeniable lust, the tormented love, and finally, the loss. It all echoes in her doe eyes.
“Should I be?” she asks me, her cadence caressing. Her teeth sink into her bottom lip as she holds her breath waiting for my response. That lip I used to nibble as she moaned my name. Lips that used to kiss me and only me.
“You should leave.” I push out the words, feeling a wash of cold run over my flesh. It comes back in waves, but the loss takes so much with it.
She swallows thickly with a nod and turns to leave without another word. Her thick hips sway and my gaze stays pinned to her until she disappears behind the double doors. She doesn’t look back.
She never did.
“You fucked up.” Derrick’s deep voice carries over the beat of the music. His eyes stay glued to the television that displays over eight feet of the white and blue bars of an equalizer, changing with the rhythm.
It mocks me. The fact that everything in this place keeps moving, mocks me.
He takes a swig from his beer bottle, not bothering to look at me.
I have to close my eyes and breathe. Without her here, all that’s left is anger.
I already know I fucked up. I take in a steadying breath as my teeth grind together.
The music keeps going. The women keep laughing.
My muscles twitch, consumed with a feeling of restlessness, the need to move, to do something.
“We both fucked up.” Derrick’s remark makes me open my eyes. Slowly and with a loathing for all of this, for everything I’ve built since she’s been gone.
“Boss,” Connor calls out, sliding a tumbler of whiskey over to me. I stare down at the glass, remembering everything. Watching it play out like a movie across the surface of the amber liquor.
Rowan calls out, “Boss,” at the same time as someone else, but all I can picture is the night she left. The memory goes backward in time until I’m with her that morning, kissing her lips, feeling the dip of her waist. The voices around me lower in volume until I hear “Seth” instead.
There’s never a minute. Never a quiet moment.
If there was, none of that shit would have happened.
I hear her tell me she loves me. I can practically feel her lips against the shell of my ear and the warmth that traveled down my shoulder that morning.
I didn’t know I’d never feel that warmth again. I didn’t know. But I should have.
It was all my fault.
With the single bellow of a roar torn from deep in my chest, I throw the glass in my hand recklessly at the flat-screen TV. The glass shatters, falling like rain, crashing into the liquor bottles lining the bar.
Connor and Rowan have to duck and cover their heads as I seethe, drawing in a breath and then another. I’d feel more remorse if she hadn’t spoken to them, laughed with them. I’d feel guilty if she hadn’t given her smiles to them so easily, when she didn’t have a damn thing to give me.
I’m a bastard; I’ve always been a bastard.
“Get out,” I say and my command ricochets in the large open space. Stunned faces stare back at me, the bar silent save for the occasional tinkling of glass shards. No one moves and that’s their mistake too.
“Get the fuck out. We’re closed.” The low threat isn’t hidden and a sea of women in short dresses suddenly start moving. No one looks at me for more than a split second as the patrons grab their shit and head for the door.
My crew stays where they are, their eyes on me. All but Derrick. He doesn’t look at me. He takes a swig and stares at the broken TV as if it’s still a visual for the nonexistent music. Even as Connor and Roman ask me if I’m all right, I watch him staring blankly at the broken glass.
“If you want to help me,” I begin as I finally look Roman in the eyes to answer him, feeling the rage subside but something else still lingers as I continue, “clean up this fucking mess.”
The two men who are some of my best friends look at me with sympathy. I see it staring back at me in their eyes and it makes me grit my teeth. With the sound of my blood rushing through my ears, I grip the collar of Connor’s shirt and bring the steadily spoken, low threat to his attention as I say, “Don’t ever let her in here again.”





THIRTEEN MONTHS PRIOR
Seth

M y cock is stiff in the matter of a half second watching Laura do a feline stretch on my bed. The mattress protests with a groan until she settles down cross-legged and lays the book she’s been studying in her lap. It looks heavy and uncomfortable, but I know she’ll read it until she’s tired, taking notes on that bright green pad of paper. She’ll be tired enough that she stays, though. That’s all I want.
“Why are you staring?” she asks and then taps the pen in her hand on the edge of the book. Once, twice, before looking up at me with a cocked brow. I was going to answer, but then she slips the end of the pen between her teeth.
She laughs at my groan and then reprimands me. “You’re impossible.”
“Maybe I just like seeing you on my bed,” I offer her.
Even with her tough-girl act, she smiles. “You’re cute.”
The way she sways slightly, reveling in the small statement does something to me. It took years to get to this point. Years of me fighting and struggling to feel stable.
Years of her by my side, carrying me along the way when I was too fucked in the head to see straight.
She glances down at her book and then back up at me. “Are you just going to keep watching me read?” Her tone is playful, a little taunting. It makes me that much harder.
I have to get out of here in thirty, meet the guys and tell them what’s going down. I have time to enjoy her though.
I’ll always make time for that.
“Lie down and spread your legs for me.” I give her the command and wait for her reaction.
She bites down on her bottom lip, trying to contain her smile. Closing the hardback, she places it on the bedside table, scooting her glass to the side with the spine of the heavy anatomy textbook. “You like it, don’t you?” she asks as she shimmies her way down the bed.
“Like what?” I ask her, feeling my cock twitch and not wasting another second to remove these jeans. I kick off the denim and pull my t-shirt over my head, noting how Laura’s gaze drops down my chest, then to my boxer briefs the moment the shirt isn’t in her way anymore.
I don’t know if she does it on purpose or not, but the way she rocks her crossed legs from side to side on the bed, like she’s impatient for me… fuck, I’m too hard.
“You like the dom thing?” she asks in a whisper and a blush sweeps up from her chest to her cheeks.
She asked me to try it out a few months ago. I tell her what to do. She listens.
“Fuck yeah I do.”
I stare at her as I shove my briefs down. I love how she swallows when she sees my dick and her breathing gets deeper when I stroke myself.
“You already wet?” I ask her, a little cockier than I should be. With a little nod she hums an “uh-huh” in that seductive drawl she gets when I’m playing with her.
It takes a moment. It always does. Rocking in and out of her slowly, waiting for her to adjust, my skin is fire against hers as I rake my teeth up her slender neck. I can feel my warm breath in my face, followed by hers as I lazily kiss her. Taking my time, feeling her body writhe under mine. Her kiss is tender and sweet. Her nails dig into my shoulders, sending a slight pain that urges me to go in deeper. Once, twice, then her breath hitches, her doe eyes widen, and my name is a strangled moan in the air between us.
“There it is,” I groan in her ear as she pushes her head back into the mattress. With each of my forearms pinned against her shoulders, I don’t give her an inch of movement. When I pick up my pace, slamming myself deeper inside of her, she has nowhere to go.
“Take it, Babygirl,” I grit between my teeth as I fuck her harder, faster, mercilessly. Feeling her warmth wrap around my cock, she’s already screaming her pleasure in the crook of my neck.
I pound into her, feeling her climax and reeling in the way her cunt pulses around my cock. She’s a damn good lover, urging me on and taking everything I have to give her.
With the steady pounding of the headboard against the wall, I pick up my pace, feeling my own release coming.
Not yet. I want her to cum again. I want to feel it all at least one more time.
I slow down, repressing my urge, going against everything I want.
And then I do it all over again.
My heart’s racing and my blood ringing with adrenaline as I pick up my head to breathe when it’s all over. She whimpers when I pull myself out of her, that sound I can’t get enough of. Every sound she makes is like that. It’s everything.
With her hair a messy halo and her eyes half lidded but still full of lust, she looks well fucked. She should always look just like this.
Checking the clock, I only have five minutes, but Laura will give me shit if I don’t hold her for a minute. Her thighs shake when I clean her up.
My exhale is easy as I get back into bed, listening to it creak as Laura sidles up next to me.
It’s quiet for a moment. I kiss her hair. She told me once it’s what made her fall in love with me. When she was falling asleep, I kissed her hair. As if love is that easy.
“You going to get another this year?” she asks me as her fingertips run down the length of one of the bands across my right bicep. I have a sleeve of tattoos running from my wrist up to my shoulder, but around my bicep are three thin bands with untouched flesh between them. One for each year I won’t ever forget. The first year, my mother died and the second, my father was murdered. The third year, I got revenge.
“Another band?” I question her, feeling a crease settle between my brow just as she nestles into me with a soft sigh. Her eyes never leave the tattoo.
“Yeah?” she asks.
It’s been two years since my last tattoo. Because that’s how long we’ve been together. Maybe she doesn’t realize it’s been that long. I sure as hell do though. I didn’t get one last year. And I’m not planning on getting another.
It was all before this. These past two years have felt like… like after. There’s no other way to describe it. She’s here; I have my crew. There are no more demons left to fight. It’s all just something I think of simply as after. “I think I might get something different,” I answer her.
“You’re running out of room,” she humorously replies and looks up at me. Her pale blue eyes glimmer with affection. “Between the gears from your bike there might be a little space to put something.”
A huff of a laugh leaves me and I settle back on the headboard, although the alarm clock tells me I’m already running late.
“Maybe I’ll get something for you,” I suggest and watch how she pulls back slightly to get a better look at my face. Her disbelief makes me smirk.
I grin as I whisper at the shell of her ear, “Don’t be too scared.”
“Not scared,” she says, and pushes me away playfully as she answers. She still doesn’t know if I’m serious or not and I like it that way.
Stretching my arms over my head, I roll out my shoulders and get out of bed. Grabbing my clothes, I get ready for tonight.
She looks surprised that I’m getting dressed. Shit, I didn’t tell her. Sometimes she leaves when I’m gone, but damn do I want her to be here when I get back tonight.
Zipping up my pants and buttoning them, I explain, “I have to go meet up with the boys. You staying here to study?”
“Yeah, I really have to. If I do well, the advisor said I could apply to the nursing program and have a good shot.”
“You will. You’ll ace that shit.”
She offers me a small smile but doesn’t say anything. It’s not like either of us were good at school. There was too much shit going on. Too much real shit that took up everything we had.
I get her insecurity, I understand it. But she’s with me. No more of that. “You’ll ace it, and then you’ll move in with me,” I tell her, as if saying it makes it an absolute.
Laura’s eyes are silently warning me not to bring this up and she bites the inside of her cheek. I don’t push her; I don’t have time to fight about this again.
Instead I pull my shirt down over my chest, lean over the bed, and give her a kiss. And then another with my hand spearing through her hair.
“You go to school. Be a fine-ass nurse. I can take care of us. Your schooling and all that.”
My words are meant to reassure her, but the bright light that’s always a constant in her eyes dims, as does her smile. She fights to keep it in place.
“I know you don’t know how this is going to work. But I’ve got you. I’ve got us.”
She’s quiet and that doubt is still there. She wants a certain life—a quiet, honest living with white picket fences—a different one from this, but her place is with me. She knows it, I know it, everyone does. “I’ll make sure you get everything you want. I promise,” I tell her, and my voice is resolute.
“I love you,” is all she responds. That, and a kiss that deepens then turns into more.
I’m going to be so fucking late.





LAURA
Every time I see this house, it hurts. The jingle of the keys and the sound of a car driving down the road behind me are all that I have to comfort me as I walk through the front door.
When I was a kid, I loved the slate floors of my grandma’s house. I remember thinking the coffered ceilings were the kind of thing castles had. I remember rocking on the front porch swing and the thoughts I had of stealing Mr. Timms’s roses from next door. His front yard was always prettier than Grandma’s overgrown shrubs. She worked at the diner until the week she died. She didn’t have time to smell the roses, let alone tend to them in her small front yard.
Whenever I’d pluck a few roses, Mr. Timms always knew it was me and Grandma would make me go over and apologize once he told her. Stubborn old man liked his garden.
That was then. Seen through the eyes of a child. I know better now. It’s a run-down house on a busy street in an old city. To add salt to the wound, the roses next door are grown over with weeds even though Mr. Timms still lives there. This street was destined for failure. I didn’t know it back then, and I’m sure Grandma didn’t see it when she bought the place after her husband of two years ran off with someone else and never looked back, abandoning her and her only son.
The train, the highways, the steel mill behind the development. It’s all undesirable. My grandmother watched the neighborhood change as she aged. She hated what this town became when the steel mill went out of business decades ago and half the people here didn’t have a job anymore.
I still remember the roses though. And I’ll never take down that porch swing.
Shutting the door behind me, I take in what’s left of her home. Half the furniture is gone since holding the last estate sale. I kept Grandma’s chair though. I had it refurbished for her when the chemo stole her energy. I don’t want to sit in the chair. I don’t want to move it either.
I just want it to stay in the corner by the lamp where she read the newspaper and gossiped on the phone to Esme, another waitress from the diner.
Breathing out a tired sigh, I push off from the door and stare down at the bills in my hand. Grandma had plenty of them. And they keep coming.
I should sell this place, pay off the debts, and move in with Seth. At least that’s what he says. But that’s a little too much like moving on from the only person who was a constant in my life and putting all my faith in a man. A man who won’t even tell me he loves me. Even if I love him, he scares me. All of this scares me.
The sound of the door creaking open startles me and I reward the newcomer with wide eyes and taking the Lord’s name in vain.
It’s only Cami.
“Shit,” she says and cringes when she sees my hand over my chest. “Didn’t mean to freak you out.” She ducks her head a little with a grin as she shuts the door and says beneath her breath, “My bad.”
“You could have knocked,” I tell her and toss the stack of envelopes onto the side table at the entrance. It’s butted up against the stairs that lead to the second floor. The hard maple side table has been there for years. When I was a kid, I thought about jumping off the balcony on the second floor and landing on the table. A neighborhood friend was chasing me when we were playing tag. I was a reckless and stupid girl. Hell, I’m still lacking in that department.
“Since when do I knock?” Cami walks right past me down the narrow hall and I follow her then stop when she gets to the kitchen. Leaning against the threshold and crossing my arms, I watch her open the fridge and take out a can of cola.
“You kinda look like hell,” Cami comments with a wrinkled nose and then adds, “and you need to go grocery shopping.”
“And to think… you’re the bright light in my world,” I say to mock my closest friend and her constant peppy tone.
She laughs as she cracks open the can, drinking soda at 9:00 in the morning. Her long blonde hair is a mess; it’s obvious she hasn’t brushed it yet, and she’s still in her pajamas.
“You’re looking rough yourself.”
“Long night,” she says cryptically and takes another sip, but she can’t disguise the devilish smile she’s hiding.
Her grin is infectious, and I join her at the small oak table in the kitchen.
“Shut up,” I say then gasp as my eyes go wide. “Derrick?” I question her, feeling all those ooey gooey and excited emotions racing inside of me.
“Mm-hmm.” She can’t even speak as she nods her head. Beaming, her full lips are upturned as her cheeks turn red.
“Did you guys…?”
She shakes her head quickly and shoves the can of soda a few inches in front of her, looking at it and then me. “Not yet. I just don’t want it to be a one-time thing, you know?” She talks quickly when she’s nervous. Not even taking a breath, she continues. “He came over and we watched a movie. It was awful.” She looks past me and shakes her head. “Like truly awful. I don’t know why I let him pick.” She breathes in for the first time, deep and easing the tension through her shoulders as she adds, “But it doesn’t matter, because he pulled me in all close.” She gets up and goes around the table. “Like this, you know,” she tells me as she wraps her arm around my shoulders and makes me laugh.
“And then…” I draw out the last word, waiting for her to tell me the good stuff.
She shrugs, strutting back to her seat and taking a drink while she makes me wait.
“You’re insufferable.”
“And you love me.”
I pull my lips into a grimace for half a second but then add, “I do love you.”
“I love you too… and I loved it when he kissed me.” She can’t contain her giddiness as she practically dances in her seat. “Not even just once, but five times.”
“Any makeout sessions?” I question and she nods as she replies, “Yup.” The P pops as she says it. “Twice.”
“So the yearlong crush is finally becoming something,” I say then smile as I get up and search for coffee. I listen to Cami regale me with the details of last night, putting the grounds in the top and pushing the button to start the coffee maker.
“Slow and steady,” Cami says, then downs the last of her soda and gets up to grab another one. “Not like you two,” she adds.
The coffee machine hisses, and I couldn’t agree more.
“Different strokes and all that,” I half-heartedly reply. We did go too fast. It’s hard to come back from all of that. We were both tumbling downhill, and there’s no going slow when your life is free-falling. Better to fall fast together than apart.
“Any update on that matter?” she asks.
“Well since you’re making out with his best friend…” I trail off and exhale heavily while I stir sugar into my coffee and the spoon clinks against the ceramic mug. “...you should know,” I conclude before looking her in the eye.
Sitting back in her seat at the table, she asks me, “Seriously. You going to be okay?” Both of her hands are wrapped around the Coke can as she leans forward.
“You’re so intense sometimes.” I try to shake it off like Seth does, but Cami sees through me.
“Have you told him?” she asks.
I run my nail along one of the gouges in the wooden table as she talks. This table’s been through a lot, but it’s another thing I’ll never get rid of. Grandma said it belonged to her mom. So, really, it’s the only heirloom I’ve got. I’ve sat here and celebrated; cried and mourned. I sat here as I studied… even if I didn’t do so well in school. The first kiss I ever had was in the kitchen threshold and shortly after that, Seth took me on this table.
Yeah, I’m never getting rid of this table.
“It’s okay if you didn’t.”
I confess, “He knows.”
“And?”
“And he was all… you know, as good as he could be about it.” It hurts. Everything hurts, so I drink my coffee like it’ll wash all these bad feelings down.
“It’s a lot to go through at once.”
“His solution is for me to move in with him, and he’ll just take care of everything,” I say as I toss my hand in the air and then stare down at my coffee through glossy eyes.
I won’t tell her how he still didn’t say it. He still didn’t say that he loves me. It’s so stupid, but with everything going on, it means so much to me that Cami’s the only one in my life who will say it. She may be the only one to ever tell me those words again.
“Don’t cry.” Cami’s voice is consoling. “You’re going through a lot,” she repeats.
“I’m not crying,” I tell her a little too sternly and calm myself down, shaking out my hands. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. And that’s okay.” Ever positive and nurturing. I love her, but she doesn’t get it. We may both be in our early twenties, but she hasn’t gone through an ounce of what I’ve seen in the last three years. Let alone my childhood.
“What am I going to do?” I ask her, not knowing myself.
“You think too much,” she tells me after a long moment of silence.
“You don’t think enough.”
“That’s not the first time you’ve said that,” she jokes, and I let a puff of laughter leave me.
“First things first. You’re going to study while I go through the bills. We have more than enough to pay the minimum on all of them…” She pauses as she hesitates but adds what I already know she’s going to say, “I still think you should tell Seth. He would pay them off.”
“And I’d be in debt to him and he’d have more of a reason for me to sell it all and give it all away.”
She stares at me for a moment, not saying what’s on her mind. Straightening in her seat, she drinks the rest of her second can of soda, making me even more jealous of how skinny she is. “You study, we pay the bills, and then we meet up with our men who are oh so bad for us and have a damn good time.” She ends with a smile and the one I give her back is genuine.
“Yeah,” I answer her, taking a sip of the much-needed coffee. “You’re right. That’s a good plan.”
She gets up to toss her can in the recycling bin, but she stops where she is and turns to me with a serious expression. “I’m happy you told him.”
I swallow the bitter coffee, not knowing what to say. Happy and that moment don’t belong together.





SETH
“What’s up with this girly shit?” Derrick’s voice bellows from behind me. He’s not even through the front doors of this place and he’s already being a prick.
I give it a moment, letting my eyes settle on his pale pink button-up paired with dark jeans. “You talking about that shirt you’re wearing?”
It looks ridiculous. Derrick is jacked. He works out constantly and he was already built to be a big man.
He grunts a laugh and says, “The girl I’m seeing likes it. Fuck off.” My chuckle is deep and short lived.
“Must really like this one,” I comment. I’ve never known him to settle down or even remember the names of the different chicks he’s with every week. Not until now. Times are changing, though. For all of us.
Standing in the middle of all this construction, of what will soon be my club, change is all I can think about.
“Girlfriend material?” I ask him.
“Something like that,” he says, keeping his answer cryptic. Landing a hand on my shoulder, Derrick gives me a squeeze and adds, “Finally coming together, brother.”
“That it is.”
He squeezes again, commenting that the couch in the corner is too fucking girly for our club, as if he has any taste at all, and heads past me to the bar. It’s not stocked yet, but the guys keep a stash on hand in the fridge. Drills are going, the TVs are being mounted, and the furniture is set in place now that the floors are down. The crew we hired is fast and on point.
Laura picked out the furniture, well most of it, including the sofa Derrick’s not a fan of. It’ll all come together. She shares my vision, and the guys will get on board.
Cracking open a bottle and tossing the cap into the bin with a clink, Derrick’s voice echoes as he asks, “Where are the fights going to be?”
Selling guns is how we got this far, old business that was set in stone when we took over, but the fighting and betting? That’s a steady flow of cash I didn’t know was possible. A bar to push the dirty money through is the cherry on top.
“It’s called underground for a reason,” I answer him and steal his beer before he takes his first swig.
“Fucker,” he comments when I tell him thanks.
“Grab yours and follow me,” I tell him just as Connor comes in. He’s got his sleeve rolled up and I can see the shamrock tat on the inside of his forearm. He’s Irish through and through. He even gave me shit about having Mexican beer in the bar. What Irish pub carries Dos Equis? Ours does, because it’s damn good beer.
I’ve got five guys in my crew. We started this shit together; we’ll always be together. Growing up in this town, we saw how things were run. It took one too many blows but now it’s ours. Simple as that. Connor’s got a scar on the left side of his jaw to prove it. He’s the shortest of us, the leanest too, but he’s the one I’d pick in a knife fight. Ten out of ten times. The Irish in him, that crazy bastard side, gives him the edge he needs.
Together, the five of us own this town. And this bar is going to be the crowning jewel of our empire.
Connor takes a look around and I watch him, waiting for his reaction. He moves the pack of beer in his right hand to his left and then back again.
“What do you think?” I ask.
“Legit cash flow in the bar, fight club downstairs. It’s perfect.”
“You like that girly-ass sofa? A fucking sofa in a bar?” Derrick says and regards Connor, who looks in his eyes and then at his shirt.
“What the hell are you wearing?” Connor asks.
“Screw both of you,” Derrick says and shoves his beer into Connor’s chest then starts unbuttoning his shirt. He tosses it on the back of a sleek steel barstool, its seat lined with cobalt velvet.
Wearing just his white t-shirt on top, he leaves the button-up where it is and snags back his beer.
“Don’t feel peer pressured now,” I quip and make my way to the back left of the large open space, past the bathrooms that are being renovated and I head down a narrow hall. The sound of construction dims until it’s nonexistent as we hustle down the steel stairs. It’s nothing but luxury on the first floor, or at least it will be, but down here, it’s raw and primitive.
With a flick of the switch, the lights come on; thin rails of white light form stripes along the ceiling. They go from wall to wall so nothing will be missed. Spotlights will be installed next. Everything’s on schedule.
“Ring in the center. Stage at the back for security to watch over everything. We’ll be here at the head, calling the shots.” I can see it all play out. It’s only cement floors and drywall with spackle at the moment, but I can already hear the bell going off, the cheering, the crunch of bone.
“Vale Tudo,” Connor says as he makes his way around the back of the basement. It’s nearly a two-hundred-foot square.
“What the hell does that mean?” Derrick asks; he has to speak up as Connor’s halfway down the room and Derrick’s coming up beside me. He’s my right-hand man. My best friend. I wouldn’t be here without him. He wouldn’t be here either. And we both know it.
“Anything goes… It’s Portuguese fighting.”
My answer comes without a second thought, “Oh, fuck that.”
“Eye gouging and nut kicking… No, sir,” Derrick comments.
Connor laughs and bellows from the back of the room, “Pussies.”
“Seriously, though,” Derrick says and holds up his beer as if he’s toasting, “it’s going to be killer.” Derrick looks around even though I hadn’t broken eye contact with him and I take him in. It’s been a long damn time since he’s been like this. Carefree and relaxed.
“Things are finally looking up,” he comments as he looks around the room and Connor makes his way to us.
“You need a beer,” he tells me, taking out a beer for me and then cracking one open for himself. It fizzes and he curses as he sucks the head from the top of the beer to keep it from spilling.
Derrick laughs at him and I take a moment to open mine carefully so I don’t suffer the same fate.
“This is it, boys. We have the legit business from the bar, but this gets us in deeper, so we know what’s going on and we have the cash to stay in the thick of it.”
“That it is,” Derrick says and then asks me, “Speaking of the thick of it. You hear from Wright?”
“That’s why I wanted you two here, away from the construction crew upstairs.”
“Figured as much,” Connor comments.
My shoulders feel tighter as I lift the beer to my mouth but stop short of taking a sip. “He said Mathews is storing everything at the docks.”
“All of it’s there?” Derrick asks just beneath his breath.
“All but the cash. That he keeps in a safe in his house.”
“We don’t need to go for the cash, right?” Connor clarifies.
“Right. Just his drugs. He’s growing too quickly, taking up too much territory and getting too close for comfort.”
“Time for him to take a hit,” Derrick says.
“And then another,” I add.
“Where in the docks?” Connor questions.
“Roman staked it out last night. He knows right where it is. He said two men stayed there all night. A pair of dogs too.”
“Fuck, not dogs,” Derrick groans and grimaces. He got his leg torn up pretty good by a dog a few years back.
“It’ll be taken care of. Don’t worry,” I reassure him. “In and out. We grab the haul and go.”
“You think he’ll know it was us?”
“Nah, we’re throwing it out. We don’t need his shit supply. It’s laced up and cut so much it’s hardly worth a dime. He’s going to be looking for someone selling.”
“Good,” Connor says.
“When are we going?”
I look at Derrick to answer his question. “Tonight. Let the girls come here and we’ll have Roman keep an eye on them. We’ll go out and take care of it. Come back when we’re done and no one will be the wiser.”
All three of us grew up in this life. All three of our fathers died going against the men who took over. Men who didn’t belong here and didn’t give a damn about the people who live here. It was only a matter of time before we took this place back.
Revenge was sweet, but cleaning out this place the last two years has been hard as hell. People like Mathews need to stay back and this is how that happens. They inch closer, we steal their shit, wreck their warehouses, kill their men. We make it unprofitable and violent. We do whatever we have to in order to never go back to what used to be.
“No one owns Tremont but us,” Derrick declares.
“Damn right,” I tell him and clink my beer with his.
Connor lifts his beer and Derrick and I follow suit as he starts our toast. “Here’s to the money, the dirty and the clean.”
Derrick goes next. “Here’s to the women, the ones who please us and the ones who make us scream.”
I finish it out. “And here’s to chaos, may we make that bitch our queen.”





LAURA
“Three hundred is left over,” Cami tells me and points to the spreadsheet on her computer. Her chipped pink nails are a sign of the stress I know she’s feeling right now. She put it all together, accounting for every cent of the money coming and going.
With my shoulders relaxed, I play off every bit of anxiousness that’s been pulling me down, hoping to give her a little lift up. She doesn’t need to carry my burdens. Damn do I love her for doing it though.
“So that’s three hundred for the next two weeks to live off of after all the bills. That seems good, right?”
“After gas and food… that’s tight, but it’s workable,” she confirms.
“And you’re sure they’re okay with just fifty a month?” I ask her again and then I want to kick my ass for second-guessing her and bringing in “bad mojo,” as she’d call it.
“The hospitals?” she questions. Nodding, she makes her voice seem more chipper than it has been. “Yeah, they’ll settle for what you can afford. Fifty a month for these bills is… appropriate. Insurance doesn’t cover it. Eight bills total, so four hundred a month to cover someone else’s medical bills. That’s what you can afford… Barely.”
“At least the new bar is coming.” I’m trying to be optimistic as I sit back at the kitchen table. I stare through the threshold to the large bay window at the front of the living room. It needs new trim and the whole house could use a fresh coat of paint. Everywhere I look I see dollar signs and evidence that times are changing.
“Right. When the new bar comes, you’ll make more money bartending. For now, you have the Clubhouse… and… and Seth… if you ask him.”
I move my gaze back to Cami. “I don’t want to ask him.”
“He’s—”
“Not yet,” I say to cut her off. “I just… just give me time to figure everything out,” I plead with her to understand. I don’t want to be indebted to Seth more than I already am. Even if I love him, I still need a sense of independence. Especially now.
I have nothing but this little piece of independence. As small and shitty as it is, it’s mine still. If it’s gone, all I am is Seth’s girl. If I don’t pass this test, I’ll never be anything but his girl. His burden too.
I don’t ever want to be anyone’s burden. Not like my father was. I will always love him and I hate to think ill of the dead, but it is what it is. He was a burden to my grandma. Hell, he was a burden to me. I won’t be that. I won’t allow it.
“I get it,” Cami says. Breathing in, she taps her empty can on the table at the same time as I see a bright red shirt on my porch.
“What the fuck?” I can feel confusion line my face and then recognition when what’s happening dawns. My heart races. “Who the hell is that?” I whisper the question and Cami turns to look out of the window too.
I see the guy’s profile; I don’t recognize him or his shaggy hair. And then I see my bike. In his hands.
“He’s stealing my bike!” I jump out of my chair so fast it falls onto the floor, clattering as I rush past Cami and make my way to the door.
Bat, bat, bat. It’s a mental reminder I scream in my head with every step. It isn’t the first time in this neighborhood I’ve needed an edge on my side.
I keep a baseball bat between two umbrellas in the entry stand. Hating the feel of it in my hands, but damn grateful to have it, I snatch it and then unlock the door. Feeling a wave of disgust and anger rush through me, I watch the guy walk out into the middle of the street, both of his hands on MY bike and surrounded by a man on each side of him.
“Hey!” I scream out in the street, hearing my front door slam open and then shut behind me. “Hey fuckers!” I yell louder, my footsteps pounding down the uneven stone steps as I hustle my ass toward them in the middle of the street. The bat is in my hand, swaying heavily, but my grip is white knuckled on it.
It doesn’t escape me that if it was just one of them, he could get on the bike and take off, but as it is, all three guys turn around and face me.
One of the assholes has a broad and gorgeous smile on his baby face. Freshly shaven or incapable of growing hair on his chin, I don’t know. And I don’t care. The asshole is smiling at me. That’s when I notice his eyes are red. So are the guy’s next to him. With blond hair down to his shoulders, the second guy looks like he doesn’t give a shit about anything. He’s just here for the ride.
The one holding the bike looks me up and down like, “What are you going to do about it?” with the same bloodshot eyes.
They’re young. Young and dumb. I may be around their age, but age is a number, while youth is inexperience. The shit we’ve gone through—Seth, me, the crew—it’s enough to age someone decades. We’ve been through more than some people go through their entire lives. These guys in front of me? I can see in their eyes that they haven’t experienced the turmoil life is.
Three assholes out for a walk, high as fucking kites and taking what they want along the way as a joke.
My life isn’t a joke. They don’t get to take from me. No one gets to take from me.
The adrenaline causes the blood to course too fast through my veins. I can barely breathe, barely keep from shaking I’m so furious.
“Laura!” Cami’s yelling my name from the porch, but I don’t turn around. I’m not taking my eyes off these bastards.
“That’s my bike.” I grit out the words, my chest heaving.
“Looks like it’s his now,” the first guy says, and the others laugh. They laugh at me. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” one of the others says. Even glancing down at the bat in my hand, the bat that sways slightly and brushes against my leg, they continue to laugh.
Taking one deep inhale full of rage and disbelief, I whip the bat above my head and crash it down onto the bike. I don’t think twice. I just do it.
It’s all the hurt and bitterness inside. I let it out. There are times to contain and times to explode. I’m hoping this is one of the latter, because I do it again. Screaming incoherently all the while.
I land the bat down with tired, aching muscles that somehow find explosive energy in the single act. The wooden bat is raised and swung.
Crashing down upon the bike my dad taught me to ride on before he died.
Smack! The wood hits the asphalt and the shock from the impact travels up my arms.
I used to ride it to his grave after the car accident. The memory brings a prick to the back of my eyes. Maybe this is what I get for thinking ill of him. Instant karma. The universe decided I wasn’t allowed to have the bike anymore.
I lift the bat again, hearing the men back away. Calling me crazy. With both hands on the bat, I swing with everything I have, hitting the gears, smashing the handlebars again and again.
All I can hear is my frantic breathing and Cami telling me to calm down, saying that I’m all right.
With hot tears streaming down my face, I look up to see the three men looking more awake, more sober than they were when they stole from me.
“Now it’s no one’s fucking bike,” I spit at them, tossing the busted bat at their feet then moving to walk away.
“Get out of here!” Cami screams at them. Her hand on my shoulder is soothing in some ways. I don’t think I can speak right now.
“Are you deaf?” Cami urges them on when they hesitate, staring at me like I’m a sight to behold. Sometimes when you take from people, you take more than just a dumb bike.
They don’t care. Or at least they didn’t.
I wonder if they’ll laugh and grab something off of another person’s porch again.
The tears keep coming, but I don’t brush them away; I won’t give them that satisfaction of watching me clean myself up. I’m fine like this. I’m just fine.
I watch them leave, picking up their pace as they get closer to the street corner. Occasionally, they turn around to see if I’m still here. And I am. Standing right where I was when they left and waiting for them to disappear.
I don’t even realize Cami’s cleaning up my bike until I hear the clink of the broken gears against the metal trash can she dragged into the middle of the street. I’m grateful that this time of day isn’t busy. Because heaven forbid a car come down this road now and beep at me or tell me to get out of the way. I can still feel the thrum of anger.
It’s a good thing I put that baseball bat down. I don’t like it. I just want it to go away. I don’t like this side of me.
“I lost it,” I say then finally swallow the sharp pains in my throat and wipe under my eyes. Falling to my knees I help pick up the mess, the tiny bits of metal and the bent wheel, the splinters of wood. All the small pieces go in the trash can.
There are also some pieces under my knees. They dug into my skin. I guess with the adrenaline, I didn’t even feel it.
“Those guys were assholes,” is all Cami says. But she knows, just like I know, that I lost it.
“And to think, I thought my anger issues were dealt with,” I joke and that makes her laugh although the sound is choked.
She hugs me tight, both of us still on our knees in the middle of the street. “You okay?” she whispers.
Although I nod and pull away, hurrying to clean up, I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay for a while now.
I feel hot and my head is light when I finally stand up and drag the bent, broken bike to the curb. Sniffling, I wipe the rest of the tears from my heated face.
I barely look over my shoulder when I hear a car pull up. “Fuck,” I murmur and roll my eyes when I see who it is.
“What the hell is going on?” I can hear Seth freaking out before his door even shuts. The slam seems like an overreaction as it echoes down the street.
My heart’s all sort of wonky. Hurting and flipping and full of distress.  So much for not being a burden.
“What the hell happened? You okay?” He’s staring between the bike and me. My legs that aren’t scratched, my elbows that aren’t bruised. He’s trying to figure it out, I know he is, but right now I can’t speak. How the hell did my bike get so damaged when I’m seemingly fine, although I’m sure it’s obvious I’ve been crying?
“Babygirl,” he says and his voice is consoling as he cups my chin and then brushes away the remaining tears.
“I’m fine,” I tell him and then I have to clear my throat. My voice is so raw. “I didn’t fall. I…”
“She took a bat to it,” Cami finishes for me. She takes a seat on the stone steps to the porch, brushing her hands off on her pajamas. “Some guys tried to steal it and your girl lost it.”
“What guys?” Seth’s voice turns stone cold.
“Three assholes. Never seen them before.” Cami does all the talking, even though she pauses to look at me. I can’t look her in the eyes as my gaze drops.
“You fuck them up?” Seth asks. His voice is even, low but even. He just wants to know; he’s not judging me. God, do I love this man. I shake my head in his hand and then move from his grasp. I don’t deserve him.
Taking a deep inhale, I calm myself.
“I just lost it,” I explain to him.
“So you wrecked your bike?”
“Better the bike than them, right?” I try to make it sound like a joke. He doesn’t think it’s funny though. There goes my gaze, back to the weeds in the cracks of the sidewalk.
“I mean, you should have seen it,” Cami butts in before Seth can reply. I feel embarrassed, guilty, remorseful. My stomach churns and I feel sick. “I can guarantee you they think she’s crazy.”
“You should have called me—”
I cut Seth off. “They aren’t going to steal from me again.” Finally looking him in the eyes, I tell him, “They aren’t coming back here and taking things off porches again.”
In my periphery, I can see Cami nodding, although her expression is solemn.
“I handled it,” I say with finality.
Seth shifts his weight, staring down at me. He feels very much like the judge, jury, and executioner right now. As if that’s what I need.
“What would you do if someone stole your pen?” he asks me as Connor’s car pulls up behind Seth’s. I barely keep from rolling my eyes, knowing Seth must’ve called or messaged and told him to come. All because I’m a little messed up right now.
“My pen?” I say, trying to remember what the question even was.
“Like next time, say someone steals your pen. What are you going to do?”
I imagine someone at the Club doing that. Not like they took it accidentally after signing their check. But deliberately taking from me… at the Club? No one would be that stupid.
“There won’t be a next time,” I say and my voice holds an edge to it. Seth closes the distance between us with a few easy steps. Placing a hand on each of my forearms, he squeezes, consoling and relaxing.
Pulling me in closer to him, he gentles his voice. “Just humor me. Say someone steals your pen, what are you going to do?”
“Take it back.” He nods at my response but then I add, “And then stab the hand they took it with. I’d keep stabbing that hand with the same pen until there was nothing left of the pen anymore.”
Seth’s eyes widen comically, but the Cheshire cat smile grows on his face even more. “You’re psycho, Babygirl.”
“I’m joking. Ish.” The “ish” makes Cami laugh. The tension in the air seems to dissipate.
Seth’s smirk widens to a grin and I give him a small smile in return.
“Come here,” he says and holds me against his chest, wrapping his arms around me. I didn’t even realize how cold it was outside today until I feel how warm he is.
“Next time, call me,” he whispers into my hair. “Please.”
“There won’t be a next time,” I answer into his chest, breathing in his scent. The essence is fresh but masculine. And if I breathe in deeper, I can smell a hint of the cologne I got him for Christmas. I heard smell is the scent most likely to hold memories. With everything that’s happened while I’ve been at Seth’s side, you’d think they’d all be bad. Like the smell of him would bring me nothing but pain. It’s the opposite though. I feel safe, I feel cherished. I never want to forget the smell of him. I wish I could bottle it up and put it in an aromatherapy roller ball or something.
“You’re adorable but fucking psycho, you know that?”
I pull away at his comment. “What was I supposed to do? Let them steal my bike?”
Any worry he had when he arrived has turned to a smile. “I would have gotten it back for you and made sure they knew never to do that shit again.”
“Well you weren’t here, so I did it for you.” I stand on my tiptoes for a quick second to offer him a peck. Although the kiss is more for me than him, I think. “You’re welcome,” I add with a little more sass than I should have right now.
“Mmm.” His groan is more than a turn-on and he grabs my ass before I can turn around and leave him like I planned on doing. Pinning me to him, he tells me, “I’m not done with you yet.”
The spike of heat and want is immediate. A feeling of calm washes over me. I could stare into his soft blue eyes forever. Well, I can try. But when he leans down for another kiss, I close my own and let him press his lips to mine. He nips the bottom one and when I smile, he takes that as his cue to deepen the kiss. The embrace is heated and brings a singe of desire that overwhelms every other feeling.
“My little hotheaded psycho,” he murmurs when he breaks the kiss, his lips still close to mine.
“Stop,” I say and jokingly push him away, but both of us are smiling. “I’m not psycho,” I tell him and I finally roll my eyes, although of course it’s in response to my own statement. I really lost my shit. Over a bike. It’s just a bike.
“Yeah, you are. I fucking love it, though.”
There’s that word. Love. He didn’t say he loves me. Not quite, but it feels like he did.
“You two need a room?” I hear Connor’s question laced with heavy sarcasm before I hear his footsteps stopping just behind Seth.
“If I wind up dead in a gutter, she did it,” Seth tells Connor, not answering his question.
“Oh, fuck off,” I tell him playfully as Seth laughs at my reaction. He’s good at soothing me, teasing me, working me up. He’s good at me. That’s the best way I can put it. Turning to look over my shoulder as I make my way up the steps, I tell Seth as they follow me into the house, “I’m going to leave long before I reach my breaking point with you.”





SETH
“ You want to talk about it?” I ask her, watching her strip out of her clothes to get into the shower. She’s still in her old room in her grandma’s house, even though the master’s been cleared out.
I get it, I do. I’ve stayed plenty of nights here and I know this is her place. It’s her safe spot. I get it.
This room is just small. She’s got a twin-size bed and barely any room in here with her bulky dresser. She has to have the damn dresser because there are no closets in this old house.
She wrinkles her nose at me, as if I’m pushing her too far. She’s the one always asking me to talk, though.
“Is that a no, you don’t want to talk?”
“No.” The way she eyes me before answering puts a smug look on my face. She’s not psycho, she’s defensive and scared. After everything that happened these last few years, she should be.
“All right then,” I tell her and lean back in her bed, taking up the whole damn thing as I stretch out my shoulders and stare at her ceiling fan. “What’d they look like?” I question her even though she’s not going to tell me. She doesn’t have to say a word though, because I told Connor to get the descriptions from Cami. I’ll figure it out and make sure they don’t ever make my girl feel like that again. She doesn’t have to know. She just needs to be safe.
“I don’t remember,” she answers half-heartedly, shrugging her shoulders as she steps into the stream of the shower. With the bathroom door open, I’ve got a great view from where I’m lying.
I think about talking louder over the running water, of pressing her again on whether or not she’s going to sell this place. It’s not the right time though. It’s never the right time with her.
The house is in a rough part of town, every piece of it. From the staircase that creaks, to the trim that’s dented and stained, it’s all worn down, but the old home is sentimental. If she wants to keep it, we can. Shit, I’ll even fix it up. I want her with me though. In my house that she helped me build, that she furnished. I got that damn house for her.
Isn’t that what compromise is?
I’m debating about approaching the subject, when I turn over and see her family photo on the dresser. Her dad, her grandma, and her at some park when she was just a kid. I get that this house is all she’s got left of them. I swear I do. I just don’t like it.
Now’s not the time, but I don’t know when it will be time though. Shit.
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I listen to the water splashing and talk over it, raising my voice to make sure Laura can hear me.
“You really shouldn’t pick fights.” I don’t tell her it scares me. I don’t tell anyone that anything scares me.
“You can stop reprimanding me,” she calls out in a singsong voice after opening the sliding glass door to make sure I hear her response. The shower door closes and then opens again for her to add, “And I didn’t pick the fight, I finished it.”
Her smart-ass mouth brings a warmth to my chest as I chuckle and run a hand down my face. She shouldn’t have to finish any fights. That’s the problem.
It’s my fault for letting her stay here.
Letting her. She hates that word.
Now there’s a real fight to pick. Not tonight though. Not with everything going down.
The creak of the faucet precedes the sound of the water stopping, the shower door sliding open and the pitter-patter of her bare feet in the bathroom.
I watch her dry herself off, then wrap her hair up in the towel. All the while, I eye her curves. She takes her time rubbing lotion into her legs and I’m pretty sure she’s prolonging touching herself just to tease me.
She dries her hair and lets the towel drop to the floor in a puddle at her feet. With one hand on either side of the threshold, she stands there butt naked, looking utterly fuckable. And then she speaks.
“You don’t fuck with crazy.”
Grabbing my hard cock through my jeans I tell her, “Speak for yourself.”
She gives me a ridiculously gorgeous smile that’s infectious and tells me I’m awful before making her way to the bed.
“Come here.” I give her the command even though she was already coming to me.
She crawls up my body, slow and deliberate, but keeps her hair to the side since it’s still damp.
“You really are impossible,” she tells me and she could be saying I’m her Prince Charming with the look she’s got in her eyes. I love the way she looks at me. No one’s ever looked at me like that before. No one other than her.
“I don’t think you’ve got much room to talk,” I respond, wanting to bring up the situation again if for no other reason than to get her fine ass to move in with me and be safe.
“When I said that, I meant no one wants to mess with a crazy person,” she explains. “That’s what my dad used to tell me. You never know what someone crazy is going to do. They could bite your nose off if you push them, you know? They’re crazy. So if you react like that, like you’ve lost your mind, no one’s going to want to mess with you. It’s not worth losing your nose over.”
I have a hard time keeping a straight face; she’s serious as all hell right now. “So you were acting like you’re crazy? You were in full control the whole damn time?” I question her, letting my tone prove that I think what she’s saying is bullshit.
Pursing her lips she thinks for a moment, looking past me. Instead of answering me, she says, “I didn’t pick the fight.” The humor and confidence are gone.
“I know you didn’t,” I tell her with sincerity. Spearing my hand through her hair, I bring my lips to hers and kiss her. I nudge my nose against hers and whisper, “You did what you had to do.”
“Exactly.” Both of her hands wrap around mine when she speaks. And I kiss her again, but she pulls away.
“I have to get ready,” is the excuse she gives me. Her ass sways as she walks, tempting me even though she doesn’t seem interested.
“You wanna?” I ask her, and when she turns to look at me with a hint of confusion, I thrust my hips in her direction.
She only laughs before telling me no and saying I’m a shitty Romeo.
“What if I kiss you here?” Getting on my knees at the edge of the bed so I can tower over her as she stands at the end of it, I suck her neck. I feel her thighs hit the edge of the bed and hear her moan before I plant a single kiss there and pull back.
“You’re hot,” she tells me with a moan and smiles. “But I don’t want to be late, and you’re not getting laid right now. You should come up with something better while I’m getting dressed.”
Damn it. I watch her walk away.
“You know all my lines already,” I call out to her as she closes the bathroom door, leaving me with blue balls in her too-small bed. Even being shut down I’m smiling, because she’s all right and she’s happy.
We’re all right. Everything is going to be all right.
Not even five seconds pass before the bathroom door opens again. I only raise up my head, to look at her.
She clucks her tongue and puts both hands on the door again. Her small breasts have a bit of weight to them and they sway when she sways.
“Sometimes I do feel crazy,” she tells me and I see the hurt there, plain as day in her eyes as they gloss over.
“You’re not crazy,” I say. I’m quick to sit up but before I can get off the bed, she’s already walking to me. I wait there on the edge, the bed bowed in the center from my weight.
She stops before she can walk between my knees. When she’s hurt, all I want to do is love her. Lay her down and fuck her until the sad eyes are only in my memory.
Crossing her arms, her breasts are pushed up. She is not helping my situation at all. “Tell me what you need, Babygirl,” I speak softly and caress her, placing a hand on each of her elbows. I know what she needs.
She finally decides on her next words. “I love you, and you need to make this up to me.”
“Get on the bed,” I tell her, standing up so she can take my place.
“That’s not—”
“Get your ass on that bed.” I’m firmer this time and she can’t hide the smile. She gets on the bed on all fours before rolling onto her back and lying down for me.
“Knees bent, legs spread,” I tell her, and the grin widens even with her teeth sinking into that bottom lip.
I make my way between her legs; she has to move her heels out further so my shoulders fit between her knees.
I start with a single kiss on the inside of her knee. “Let me show you how much I worship this…” I say then pause to plant another kiss, further up her thigh.
She’s already breathing heavy, already wriggling on the bed ever so slightly.
I smack her clit with the back of my hand. Her top half jolts up, her eyes go wide and her mouth drops open. “Keep still,” I tell her and push her chest back down. She obeys.
She says she wants a dom; I’ll give it to her.
“Like I was saying,” I say and plant another kiss on the inside of the opposite knee. “Let me show you how much I worship…” I keep my warm breath close to her skin as I speak and watch the goosebumps slide up her body, following my path of open-mouth kisses.
“... This perfectly sane...” I can’t even keep a straight face while I talk, so I smile against her skin. The warmth of her feminine laugh and the way she covers her face fuel me to continue.
Another kiss. “Never unreasonable...” I say and shake my head between her thighs, letting my nose graze just above her clit.
“Completely stable...” I continue then suck on her clit, which cuts off her laughter instantly.
Her legs close tighter around me, and I push them back open, reminding her to be still.
“Beautiful,” I add and plant another kiss. “Smart,” I say and lick her from her entrance to her hard nub. “Woman,” I say then breathe against her clit while her hands find my hair. Pulling on what little she can grab, I don’t stop sucking and licking until she’s trembling under me.
Then I take her like I have so many times. On this too-small bed, in this broken-down house, filled with so many memories just like this. Lying next to her when it’s all over, I think again about how I get it, even if she thinks I don’t. I get why she wants to stay.
   
“YOU’RE NOT COMING IN?” Laura questions me when I stop the car at the front of the Clubhouse. I haven’t even put it in park yet, but she knows the drill. She turns off the radio and looks at the Club and then back at me. The Club is an old bar Connor’s dad used to own. He had bikes and he liked to think of him and his friends as a motorcycle club. Connor inherited it when they were gunned down. This place is everything that represents how we got here. We inherited what was ours to have and the life that comes with it.
“We just have to run and pick something up,” I lie.
Laura clucks her tongue after unbuckling her seat belt. Narrowing her beautiful eyes, she tells me, “You picked me up so I wouldn’t drive here. So I couldn’t leave while you were out doing something stupid.”
“Beautiful and smart,” I say then tilt my head to the side and give her a charming smile. “How’d I get so lucky?”
“What are you doing, Seth?” she asks and her tone is serious.
“Just something stupid. I’ll be quick, I promise. You won’t even get your second drink down before I’m back.” I give her a quick kiss that she doesn’t return, and her expression is the same as it was when I lean back.
She settles into her seat, her clutch in her lap and she looks at me. Really looks at me. “I wish you wouldn’t do dumb shit.”
I can’t return her gaze when I lie to her. I’m staring at my thumb tapping restlessly on the steering wheel instead as I say, “I’m working on it.”
I’m getting in deeper. That’s the way this works. There isn’t an out. One day she’ll see that. She just needs time to adjust.
The leather protests as she leans over the console and plants a kiss on my jaw. “Don’t get yourself hurt,” she tells me and then gets out of the car without sparing me another glance.
I promise her I won’t and watch her go. She looks back and gives me the smallest of smiles. I know it’s more for me than it is her. Or at least that’s how it feels in this moment.
I keep the radio off as I drive away after watching her walk in. Roman was at the door, so he’s got her taken care of. The twenty-minute drive is quiet on the way to the warehouse. Nothing but black night and cool spring air blowing from the open windows.
Quiet is good for moments like this. Preparing for the “dumb shit,” as she calls it. I go over the plan with every turn I take until I’m parked beside two unmarked vans behind Linel Centers.
“Already got the plates,” Derrick tells me when I get out. There’s nothing back here in the mountains but woods. Crickets chirp in the distance as I open up the double doors to see the back of the van is empty. It’s colder than it was when I left Laura. Seems fitting.
“Other one is empty too,” Derrick tells me and then Connor appears, the keys to the other van clattering in his hand. “We’re all set, Boss.”
“What about the fireworks?” I ask them and Connor tells me those are all set too.
“All right, let’s do this.” I give the command as I shut the doors, but Derrick grabs my arm. “What about the dogs?”
Half of me wants to mess with him, tease him about being scared of some dogs, but tonight is all business. “Tranqs are in the glove box of my car. Grab ‘em.”
Derrick pats my shoulder and I can see the instant relief on his face. While he’s off getting the tranquilizer guns, I tell Connor to take that van and I’ll ride with Derrick.
This isn’t the first time we’ve done this shit. Won’t be the last. Roman and Liam are at the Club, but they’re on call and they know it. Sometimes in our line of business, the more, the better. But late at night, in the dark with a surprise like this, the fewer, the better. We only need three.
I probably could have done it with just two, but someone needs to be driving and someone else on the walkie while we’re moving. So three it is. Besides, I don’t know how much shit Mathews has in his stores.
Reaching in my jacket pockets, I hand Connor one of the two walkie-talkies. “Let’s do this.”
The gravel crunches under my boots as I round the back of the van and I look up to the moon. Not a star is in sight, just vacant dusk and a sliver of light. Every five minutes I swear the night sky is getting darker.
“You drive,” I tell Derrick and hear Connor close his door. He starts his van before Derrick can move. The empty van sways as Derrick swings himself into his seat.
“You good? Got your mask?” I speak into the walkie and pull my mask from the glove box. It’s a simple ski mask. I’m sure there are cameras, so we’re taking every precaution. I don’t have to wait long for a response.
“All good, Boss.”
The van revs to life and four streams of white brighten the dirt road ahead of us.
With the walkie’s talk button pressed down, I speak to both of them, going over the plan one more time.
“As soon as we’re lined up at the docking site, Connor will set off the first round of rockets a block down. They’re all set, right, Connor?”
“Got ‘em in place. And they’re the best ones too. They’re low and sound like gunshots.”
I wait for the click and continue. “There are only two men on-site and they stay out of the storage unit. I bet Mathews is too scared one of his men will steal from him, so he keeps it light. We get their attention with the fireworks. They run toward the noise or to their cars, I don’t give a shit where, so long as they’re far enough back and going after something that isn’t there. We back the truck up, over the fence and right into door of the storage building at the dock. In and out, no talking. Not a damn word unless someone’s going to die. Got it?”
“Got it,” they both answer without stress, with nothing but seriousness.
“We’ll take this shit back here, dump it, change the plates, and head back to the Club like nothing happened.”
“It’s a plan,” Derrick comments as we round the corner, getting us out of here and where we need to go.
It’s silent while we drive. Just like the drive down here. All the while, I let the adrenaline flow. It courses through me, urging me to get it done as quick as we can without missing a beat. I glance at Derrick, whose hard expression mirrors what I feel. It’s why this crew works; we all need the same, want the same. I focus on the plan and why we need Mathews to back the hell up. This will hurt him and it’ll make him think twice about inching closer to Tremont.
Time goes by too fast, but not fast enough just the same.
I can already smell the water. There’s a saltiness to the air with the windows down. We have five minutes until we’re there. If that.
Five minutes of calm although it feels anything but. My muscles are tense and my throat tight. This spike in my veins is a different kind of high. My second favorite. The only thing that tops this is when I’m under Laura. Or on top of her, for that matter.
This right here, I fucking love the intensity. The need to fight severely, quickly. The desire to protect what’s ours… It will never grow old. It’s everything. Laura should know that. She just needs time.
When Derrick sees me putting on my gloves, he does the same. One block to go, and the small bait store on the corner comes into view. The fixture is an old shed and shut down for the night. Everything down here is closed. There shouldn’t be any witnesses. Other than the two men working for Mathews.
“Masks on,” I tell them and put on my own. It’s hot with it in place, but a necessity. Just like the gloves. The mask is cheap, but my gloves are thin leather and expensive as shit. I can’t have gloves slipping off or hindering my movements when I’m in the heat of it all.
Thump, my heart pounds in my chest, fighting against my rib cage as we come around the corner. There are three white storage sheds made of steel. Each surrounded by chain-link fences ten feet high. They look about twenty feet apart from each other. One has two dogs inside the perimeter, with a doghouse in the far corner. That’s it.
There are two men on that property. At least there should be, but I don’t see either of them yet.
“Here,” I speak into the walkie and watch as Connor’s van comes to a stop in the rearview. We’re in a good position to keep a lookout and not be seen. Turning off the vans, we wait.
This is the worst part. The waiting. Not being able to move.
We need eyes on the men doing patrols. I wait a minute and then another, feeling the ring in my blood, the need to be fast and not sit and wait. It could be a setup. Wright could be two-timing us. The glance from Derrick tells me he’s on edge just like I am.
We can’t wait. When you’re still, that’s when your enemies catch up to you.
“Now.” The second I say the word, I catch sight of a man coming around the corner of the dock. Smoke billows from his blunt as he rounds the building from inside the fence.
Crack, crack, crack!
The rockets go off somewhere unseen, but they hit the building farthest away from the one we’re after.
The man screams what sounds like a name, dropping his smoke and grabbing the gun at his waist. He races to the gate of the fence furthest from us. His back is to us; he doesn’t have a clue we’re here.
So far, it’s all going according to plan, but anything can go wrong.
Wait, wait. I can barely keep still in my seat, willing both of them to move. To get to their cars, to go toward the distraction. Something. Anything.
My foot taps anxiously on the floorboard of the van as I stare at him and see him wave a guy over. The second guy comes around from the other side.
“Again,” I speak into the walkie and just like that, a second round goes off just as the two men move to open the gate. They take cover behind the doghouse, but the German shepherds are there, barking and going crazy. They sound vicious even from here and with a series of curses, one of the men smacks a dog over his head with the back of his gun. The yelp of the wounded animal is swallowed by the pandemonium of bangs and cracks from both the fireworks and the shots fired by men who think they’re under attack.
“How many?” one yells over the supposed gunshots.
“I don’t know!”
The two men scream while the sounds ricochet throughout the docks.
I can imagine what’s running through their minds. They’re dead men. It’s too many blasts, too many guns, which means too many men for only the two of them.
I’m eerily calm watching it play out. It’s only been two minutes, maybe five since we’ve pulled up. We don’t have a lot of time before more of Mathews’s men get here.
Everything’s quiet, save one shepherd barking, hovering over the other dog and hollering as if he’s the one in pain. The men don’t look back toward the dogs or toward us, instead they stare down the road, searching for the location of the gunmen coming after them.
“Now!” I can barely hear the one man yell, the one who seems to be leading things. The one who may be high. I expect them to go down the street toward the shots, slowly making their way to gauge the threat. That’s what I’d do.
He fires a few shots aimlessly, as does his partner, but they both run to the parking lot. That’s when I relax slightly, feeling a smirk pull up my lips into an asymmetric grin. They’re running.
“Again,” I speak into the walkie, and the night fills with smoke as more fireworks go off. The second man is barely in the vehicle when they take off, still shooting behind him. With the squealing of their tires, we turn on the vans, revealing ourselves for the first time.
The fear in the eyes of the man shutting his door is palpable. “Go!” he screams even as their getaway car is in gear.
“Connor, once more and then back it up.” I give the command. The rockets go off again and both Derrick and I hold our guns out of the window as Connor turns his van around, firing at the car as they fire recklessly at us. A bullet hits the side of the van. And then another as they drive by. The pings make my chest tighten and my blood turn ice cold each time.
With my jaw clenched tight, we keep firing as the car disappears. My gun empties first, and it only takes half a second to reload. Connor’s van has already flattened the chain-link fence as he slams the van into the building, the roof of it crumbling down onto the hood. When he drives forward, it falls to the ground, but more of it collapses when he reverses again, slamming into the building and opening it wide up.
The lone German shepherd lets out a territorial bark from back in the corner of the place. Poor thing won’t move away from the other. Derrick’s already got the tranq and he pulls back to load it the second he steps out of the van.
“Leave them,” I call out before Derrick can lift the gun. I shouldn’t have said shit. But my voice was deep and I tried to disguise it.
He looks at me, standing beside the van and then back at the dogs. One’s lying helpless; I don’t know if he’s dead or unconscious. The other isn’t leaving his side.
I can see Derrick swallow, tense and uncertain before shoving the tranquilizer gun into the waist of his jeans at his back.
If he were to shoot, it’d be evidence left behind. The less we leave, the better.
Connor’s already opened the back of his van and Derrick does the same to ours as I pull back the bent steel door and make my way over the rubble to see what’s inside.
It’s dark in the building, but the brake lights from the van give me everything we need. In the ten-by-ten-foot space, there are eight crates and nothing else.
Setup. I think the word as I walk around them. I don’t trust Wright, but so far, he told the truth. He was paid off with cash, plenty of it.
It takes a moment to pry the top off of one with my pocketknife. They’re a light wood and look like something fishermen would use. Or at least that’s what I imagine they’re going for. I’ve never touched a fishing pole in my life.
Without hesitation, I crack open the one in front of me, knowing the clock is ticking away and Mathews’s crew will be here soon.
Under a bed of straw is at least a dozen bricks of snow.
I heave the crate into Derrick’s chest as he makes his way to me, feeling the anger consume me. It’s so close. He’s five miles from my turf. Setting up storage here is unacceptable.
As we haul the crates into the vans, all I can think is how I wish I’d brought gasoline, so I could light this place on fire when we’re done.
Next time.
It takes only minutes with the three of us. Less than ten minutes in all to load, to get back in and take off. I keep looking in the rearview, but no one’s there. When we get back to Linel Centers, we switch the plates on the vans, then park them inside to hide the one with the bullet in it. Roman will take care of that on Monday.
Moving the bricks out from the crates, we dump every last one of them down the drain. The plastic wrap cuts easily with a knife. The white powder, hundreds of thousands of dollars of it, disappears in a swirl down a filthy drain.
The large room is silent as we do it. At least at first. I’ve learned from each hit we do, that it takes time to cool down. It takes time to let it all turn still again.
No one says a word until we’re opening up the last crate.
“First round’s on me, gentlemen,” Connor speaks up, breaking the silence, and takes out a flask from his car. Derrick chuckles, helping me with the last of it and takes a swig when Connor offers it. I follow suit.
Another five and we’re done. It’s over.
“Damn good night,” Derrick comments and I nod in agreement.
Looking at the clock on the wall, an hour has passed; I broke my promise to Laura. She’s definitely on her second drink by now. Fuck, I hope she didn’t wait for me.





LAURA
P icking up the twenty off the polished wooden counter, I turn on my heels to face the register. My sneakers slip easily on the worn linoleum floor as I tick my blunt nails against the metal buttons until I hear the ping and the cash register opens.
How much shit could he have possibly gotten into in just an hour and a half last night? Every time I know he’s out there, doing something—something that could get him killed—I watch the clock like it’s going to have answers for me.
Like last night. I glance at the clock that never has anything for me but how long he’s been gone. I stared at it for an hour and a half, making small talk in between and drinking with Roman while he watched the clock on his phone like he was waiting for something too.
I was sitting there feeling every tick of the clock squeeze my heart harder and harder when Seth sat down next to me on the leather bench in the back of the Clubhouse, put his arm over my shoulder and kissed my jaw. He was happy and relaxed, like there’s not a worry in the world.
Before I could even speak, he was making me want to thank him. “I know I’m late, but I grabbed you the vodka you like,” he said.
It’s Grey Goose Citron and the bar was out of it. So yeah, I wanted to thank him.
Touching me, kissing me, giving me gifts and acting like he got stuck in traffic on the way down here.
One shot and thirty minutes later, I was laughing along with everyone else. Feeling the ease of being among friends. Even if half of them knew what Seth was doing last night and I still don’t.
“Thanks for the beer,” Mickey says from the far end of the bar. “Keep the change.” The wrinkles around his eyes deepen when he gives me a wave and heads for the door. He’s a regular. Well, a regular during the day. At night things are different; busier, louder, more… intense. Technically we’re closed then and it’s just a hangout. The crew—and us—aren’t charged. We kick out anyone who isn’t one of us due to the “private party.” It’s always intense, and a good time if I’m being honest, when the crew is here.
The “private parties” are what got me through so much shit.
During the day, it’s just a slow old Irish bar. Lunchtime always picks up though, right about now.
“Thanks, Mick,” I call out to my regular before he can make it through the exit. The front door is old wood, dark brown except for a little black on the outside of it. Where the fire from next door caught it a few years back. The bar is in need of updating, but Seth and the guys say they like to see the memories. I get that. I like to see the memories too.
“Good luck on the test,” Mick calls back to me and I flash him a smile. His bill was only twelve bucks, so I scoop eight bucks from the register and slip the cash in the back of my anatomy book that’s open next to the register. I keep my finger wedged in the pages I’m reading though. I can’t lose my place.
With the pen in my hand, tapping it against the notebook, I take tabs on the three remaining guests. Two are women, whispering over large pours of red wine in the back corner at a high top table. The picture frames above their heads are of the old times. Black-and-white prints from when Connor’s family first came here from Ireland. Those are my favorite pictures in the bar.
The women’s glasses are still relatively full, although twenty minutes ago, they were sucking the wine down like I’d given them water. The look on the brunette’s face combined with a few whispers I heard tells me she most likely dumped someone, or got dumped.
Either way, they’re good for another chapter of notes.
The other patron is another regular, staring up at the TV above the leather bench I sat on practically all last night. An old soccer game is on. Or a new one. I don’t know and I don’t care; sports aren’t my thing. I assume it’s an old one though, judging by how Cormac doesn’t yell, “Oh, come on!” every five to ten minutes.
So, back to studying I go.
I only get two lines written in my notebook when I hear the front door open. “Welcome to the Club,” I say and greet the new guest with a smile. It’s automatic but it drops nearly instantly. Just like the lump that sinks down my throat before it gets stuck.
“Officer Jackson, what can I do for you?” I keep my voice upbeat and barely catch sight of Cormac taking another swig of his beer while looking over his shoulder at the cop in full uniform who just walked in. The old man eyes him, but then turns back to the television.
The officer’s slick boots don’t seem right in here. They look brand new with the way they’re shining. Putting down the pen, I watch as he walks to the bar.
I like Jackson just fine. I always have. But I don’t like him coming around because he’s not one of us, and that badge on his chest could lead to problems I can’t have.
I instantly wish I hadn’t told Roman it was fine to take off for lunch. He hangs out here, just in case. That’s what the guys tell me when I say I can manage being on shift alone when it’s so slow. Just in case.
I’m pretty sure this is a just in case moment.
With both forearms on the bar, holding his sunglasses in one hand and releasing a deep exhale, Officer Jackson hesitates. He still hasn’t said a word. I wait on pins and needles while he drags the barstool closer to him and takes a seat. He’s got to be close to thirty now. He’s nice enough looking, average height although he does have a good build on him. Young for a cop, but damn did this job age him.
He’s come in here before, usually to escort the drunken barflies out. A few of the older women in town don’t know their limits. A couple of those few have tempers. Jackson is always the one who comes. Seth said he likes Jackson well enough. I doubt he’d like him if he knew he was here right now though.
“Everything all right?” I ask him. “Looks like you’ve been working out.”
He huffs a quick laugh and then thanks me.
“You want a beer?” I ask him. The corners of my mouth even lift a little, thinking he’s just on his lunch break. But again, the smile drops when he shakes his head. Any hope I had of this drop-in being about grabbing a bite to eat or a drink vanishes.
“You have any idea where Seth King is? I believe he’s your boyfriend?”
“He is my boyfriend, you’ve got that right,” I say and nod then take a step back to put down the pen in my hand. He knows damn well Seth’s my boyfriend, but he asks me every time like maybe that status has changed. My back is to him as I bend down, open the small fridge and grab a cold bottle of IPA. “I think Seth said he had some errands to run today.” I talk loud enough so Jackson can hear me, pop the top of the beer and turn back around to face him. “He should be here tonight, though. You need him for something?”
Taking my eyes off Jackson, I slide the beer down to Cormac who thanks me, pushing his mostly empty bottle forward.
“You’re on top of it here, aren’t you?” Jackson asks me.
“I can keep count of four, five… Hell, on a good day, six,” I joke with him.
He laughs and leans back although his hands stay on the bar top. “You don’t have any idea where he is?” he asks again, and I feel a vise grip my heart. This vise is special though; it’s made of cast iron and feels like it’s been sitting in the freezer the way it gives me chills and makes everything inside of me sink.
“Sorry, I don’t,” I answer Jackson. I’m saved by another customer walking in. I recognize her as someone who’s been coming around more often lately. What the hell is her name… Cindy, maybe? She usually comes in later in the day and eyes up the guys when they first get here. She always leaves before it gets dark. Part of me thinks she wants to play with fire and she just doesn’t have the balls to stay and do exactly that.
“We only have a few things available on the lunch menu,” I tell her as she sidles up to a spot right between Cormac and the officer. There are two seats between her and either of the guys. “Short-staffed at the moment,” I explain and pass her the paper lunch menu for the day. “We’ve basically got anything that can be deep-fried, but not the usual burgers.”
She nods and gives a polite smile. The kind that doesn’t show any teeth. She glances at the officer too. Even with her menu lifted as if she’s reading it.
“Sorry about that,” I tell Officer Jackson and wait for anyone other than me to do any sort of talking.
“You’re a good girl, Laura.” Jackson catches me off guard with the way he says it.
Swallowing thickly, I nervously peek at Cormac, who’s staring at us just like the nosy woman at the bar.
“Thank you?” I try to keep my voice even, but it shows my anxiousness.
Officer Jackson gets off his stool and talks while rapping his sunglasses on the bar. “The guys they’re dealing with aren’t going to let them get away with it. Get out while you can.”
“I don’t know—”
“I’m sure you don’t,” he says, cutting me off and then he tells me to have a good day before walking out.
Cormac sucking his teeth is the only thing that rips my eyes away from the closed front door.
I don’t know how long I stand there staring. Hearing his last words on repeat in my head.
“He’s got one thing right,” Cormac tells me as I focus on stopping my hands from shaking. My back’s to everyone as I pretend to be writing something down in my little notebook.
“What’s that?” I manage to ask Cormac, turning to face him and leaning the small of my back against the counter.
“You are a good girl,” he tells me even though he’s already watching the television again.
I don’t know what to say to him, so I don’t respond.
“You know what you want?” I ask the woman who’s still holding a menu with only five things listed on it. Cindy, or whatever the hell her name is, is frowning for the first time since she walked in.
“Not yet,” she answers, and I have to try hard not to roll my eyes.
I know why Cormac thinks I’m a “good girl.” It’s the same reason the crew trusts me. That night is just as vivid right now as it was back then. I imagine it is for everyone who was there. That night changed everything.
I remember every detail of it as I stand with my arms across my chest, looking back at the door, and replaying that night three years ago, over in my head.
Good girl.

CORMAC WAS THERE, plus everyone in Seth’s crew now was there and then some. It wasn’t his crew then though. And the event didn’t take place here; it was a different bar. This place was empty. Connor’s father had died a few weeks before. A lot of people I knew died back then. Men my father used to hang around.
It all happened at a place called Hammers. Stupid name for a bar, but it’d been around for as long as the town’s existed. A little more than three years ago I was sitting at a table at that bar. I had just turned sixteen. I knew I shouldn’t have been there, but when my father had to run an errand for the boss, I was supposed to wait for him at that table. My grandma rented out the spare bedroom in the house and with the new tenants upstairs, Dad didn’t like me to be alone there. He was reckless with himself but a protective father. In many ways he was a shit dad, but I always knew he loved me and this was a way to show me that. Even if it was fucked up and I didn’t want to be there.
I’d have a car soon. It’s all I kept thinking. I hated Hammers. I hated it because if I was there, it meant my dad was out doing something he shouldn’t be. For men who scared me.
The guys in the bar always told me what a good girl I was, and some of them, like Cormac, I even liked.
It didn’t mean I wanted to be there though. Just the thought of that place makes my skin crawl.
Hammers was owned by the boss, Michael Vito. I knew all about him and his family. He took over when his dad died and he stirred things up. At least that’s what my dad told me when I asked why so many people were getting killed. The first memories I have are of my family and friends, who used to be fine with the Vitos, acting like they were scared. Michael wanted to be feared, whereas his father was respected.
They all worked for him. I didn’t want to be anywhere near that table or in that bar. But my dad told me to stay seated while he was gone, just like he had so many times before.
Vito walked in while I was sitting at my spot. It got quiet; it always did when he walked in. Another thing I hated. I had my seat and I was to keep my butt planted right where it was and do my schoolwork. My father told me that every time he left. For years, that’s what I was supposed to do. I knew Grandma would be done at the diner soon, so if he didn’t get back soon, she’d find out he dropped me off at the bar again. She’d come and get me. She didn’t like this place at all. She never did though.
Thinking about Dad and Grandma makes my throat tighten.
My father didn’t make the best choices in life, but he left me there because it was supposed to be safe. Everyone knew me, and everyone knew I was the daughter of a man who worked for the Vitos.
Even Michael Vito knew who I was. When he spotted me sitting there, he knew. My textbooks were open as I read Lord knows what and pretended I didn’t feel his eyes on me. I pretended the bar didn’t get quiet again.
I remember the sound of his heavy boots. Unlike his father, Michael carried a lot of weight to him. I remember his voice. How it was harsh when he gripped my shoulder too hard to not mean for it to hurt.
He told me to go to the back room.
The back room is where I was never supposed to go. I knew very well what happened to women who went to the back room. I could hear it. Everyone could.

SETH WAS THERE along with all of his friends. He scared the hell out of me at school. They all did. I wasn’t a dork, I wasn’t a cool kid, and I wasn’t an athlete. I wasn’t a kid who sold or did drugs either, like they were. I was just a girl who was stuck there. I knew who Seth was though, and when I looked at him, I wanted to see that it was okay and that I should listen.
Because I wanted to be a good girl. I didn’t want to cause problems. Especially not for my dad who excelled at making plenty of problems for himself all on his own.
I should be a good girl and do what I was told. That’s what my father said all the time. And I may have had a mouth on me, but I really did try to be good.
When I looked at Seth though, after being told to go to the back room, his expression was anything other than one of a boy who thought it would be okay if I listened. Instead his face was darkened with fear and then anger, so much anger.
“No,” I blurted out without thinking. I wasn’t thinking of anything other than the sounds of the girls who went into that back room. They liked it. At least I think they liked it.
But other people went into that back room too one night and they screamed. Their faces were in the paper the next morning, printed in stark black and white. Just like the pictures of the crime scene where their bodies were found.
I didn’t know which option Michael meant for me, but I didn’t want either of them.
“Are you telling me no?” His breath reeked of cigarettes. I’ll never forget it.
“My dad told me to stay—” Before I could finish, the back of his hand whipped across my face. My neck snapped to one side and I barely stayed standing upright. I was only able to keep my footing because of the table behind me and the fact that my palms landed hard on it.
Vito yelled something in Italian, but I have no idea what it was; no one from around here is Italian. I never did understand how and why the Vitos used to run this town.
When I straightened myself to look up at him, he sneered in my face for me to get in the back room and get undressed. I don’t think the others heard him, but looking at their faces, they had an idea.
“No.”
He didn’t slap me; he closed his fist and punched me. The burn in my nose comes back as if he’s just done it, but he’s gone. Long gone.
“If someone’s going to show everyone else their true colors to hurt you – let them.” My grandma said that once. She said sometimes people need to see. They have to look at it and swallow that harsh pill. That’s all I was thinking as I lay there on the dirty floor with the taste of blood in my mouth and what I thought was a broken nose and jaw. Sometimes you have to take a hit from your enemy for them to be seen as what they are.
I did. I took the hit. And when I landed facedown and dizzy with Vito’s boot pressed against my back, I didn’t think the hit would do what it did.
I lay there with the coppery taste of blood in my mouth, all the while zoning in and out of semi-consciousness. My vision hazy, I thought it was the beginning of the end. I couldn’t fight back; I knew I couldn’t. The best chance I had at surviving was simply being unconscious. Still, I tried to get back up, with the fear and the desperation clinging to me. Simply because I would’ve rather been dead or unconscious than willingly go into whatever that bitch fate had planned for me.
The one thing I’ll never know is why I didn’t cry. Inside, it’s all I was doing. Outside, I was willing my muscles to push me up. I wanted him to hit me again. However many times it took.
What happened next didn’t last long; it felt like hours, but it was twenty minutes of brawn and bullets. I lay there crying, knowing I was going to die. I got sick once when I heard the gunshots and the yells.
I watched with horror when he was dragged to the back room. He was barely conscious, but they waited until he was with it enough in order to tell him his reign had ended. It wasn’t just a brawl. It was a massacre that ended with Vito being shot in the back of the head, execution style.
The men in the bar weren’t going to stand by and watch while Vito took advantage of the daughter of someone who worked for him. They weren’t going to let him stomp his boot into my back while I helplessly lay on the dirty ground, flat on my stomach, which is what he was going to do after the first punch was thrown.
Even through the haze of my injuries, I saw everything from the worn wooden floors that held a stale stench of beer. I watched while a man punched Cormac in the face for shoving another man in a suit. I watched him nearly be beaten to death. It was the suits mostly, them against everyone else.
Same with Seth; he was almost strangled to death. The only reason he lived is because Derrick shot the man choking him in the back of the head. They were so close to me, the blood sprayed onto my face and neck.
Everyone lost someone that night, but it felt like we won something else.
I have to close my eyes so I don’t cry at the memory.

I WAS STILL SHAKING, tasting vomit and blood when Seth picked me up. Half his face wasn’t even recognizable; he’d been bludgeoned so badly. He walked me home and the other guys came by in twos and threes. They stayed with me until my dad got there, crying and apologizing like it was all his fault.
I begged them not to tell my grandma, but she found out. Everyone in Tremont knew what happened. They knew why things had to change.
And I was the good girl, the one who stood up against Michael Vito. Even if I didn’t fight back. Even if I didn’t want to be there.
Seth’s father is the one who took the lead after everything went down, and he was killed along with the men who followed him within two weeks. Sometimes I wonder if his dad was still here and the crew I know today didn’t make it their mission to ensure revenge, if we’d still be here. He promised me once, when he first kissed me, that he’d take me far away from this place. That was two years ago, and here I stand, in a different bar in Tremont. Different bar, different fears.

MY PHONE PINGS at the same time the woman at the bar tells me she’s ready. It takes a few minutes to do the rounds and I call back an order of fries to the cook, an old lady named Holly who only agreed to work here if she could stay in the back. She’s a recovering alcoholic, but jobs in Tremont aren’t growing on trees, as she explained.
I don’t think anyone can tell I’m emotional. Not Holly and not Cormac. I just look pissed, maybe? Grandma used to joke that I inherited her resting bitch face. I don’t know. I don’t ask and I don’t wait for anyone in here to say a word to me.
When I get back to my phone, I see Cami’s response from me asking her to come to the appointment tomorrow with me. That’s what the ping was.
What’s it for? she asked me and then two minutes later when I didn’t respond, she added, Is everything all right?
Yeah, I text back, just that heart thing. When I was at the doctor’s two weeks ago, they said I had arrhythmia. I had a moment in the office. The stress was just getting to me, but they want me to “get it checked.” Cami knows all about it. Seth too. I looked it up in detail when I got home. It’s fine. It’ll be fine.
What time? she asks.
3:45
I’m so sorry babe, I can’t go. I have work until six but I’ll keep my phone on me and I’ll come by tomorrow night?
Sounds good, I text back, feeling a different kind of pain on top of the previous one that won’t let go. I should have figured she’d be working on a weekday. I just wanted someone to go with me.
Cami was freaked out at first. She texts me now what she told me back then. Don’t mess with shit that deals with the heart.
I want to tell her about Jackson; I want her to tell me anything at all to get my mind off of things.
Instead, I text her back, Don’t I know it, and I join Cormac in watching the game.





SETH
“The meet’s all set up.” I’ve just about finished the rundown with the guys at the far left side of what will be our bar. The brown paper is laid out on the floors and the furniture is covered in cloth. The painters are coming back tomorrow since I had to kick them out early for this meet. Club Allure is coming together, piece by piece. “We’ve got a fight next weekend, so let’s get the ring moved downstairs.”
“The place isn’t finished,” Connor interrupts me. He’s leaning against the primed walls next to Cade, who’s in charge of the books, and Liam. Liam is Connor’s brother and looks just like him. Especially now that they’re both wearing dark jeans and dark t-shirts. Cade’s the odd one in a crisp white shirt and black khakis. The rest of these guys couldn’t give two shits about appearing professional. Cade comes from a different background though. He’s all about numbers and left a top accounting firm to come work for me.
In another life, I’d wear suits every damn day. We don’t do that here though. The men before us who wore suits destroyed any desire I had to put on tailored clothing.
“Doesn’t matter,” Cade speaks up, turning his head to face Connor and leaning forward so he can see him. He’s the one who came to me with the idea of a fight club.
“You think anyone betting on the fights downstairs gives a shit what this floor looks like?” Derrick asks Connor, his question dripping with sarcasm.
The three of those men side by side look like they could be their own Irish crew. If things were the way they were two years ago, they’d probably be dead. The Irish didn’t last too long when Michael Vito took over. The three of them are as Irish as they come. Cade comes equipped with a hint of an accent too; he’s first generation. With tats trailing up his right arm, it’s easy to tell him apart from Liam. He’s taller than Liam too, with lighter, longer hair on the top of his head. Liam looks more clean-cut. His short hair’s always neatly trimmed, as is his facial hair. Even though Cade left the business world, you’d think Liam was the one who was trying to be white collar based on how they look.
“You two,” I say as I gesture on both sides of Connor to the other two Irish men. “You get the say since this gig is your baby. Have it here, in the basement? Or keep it where we have been?”
“Here,” Cade says, his accent peeking out. Liam agrees with his friend. The two of them are tight, another reason they’d have been knocked off years ago. I remember telling Connor that it was on him if Cade and Liam couldn’t be trusted. I have a hard time trusting people. These two are the only two guys out of the five in my crew I’ve brought on in the two years we’ve been running this shit. I don’t like new blood, Connor, Derrick, Roman and I have been through everything together. We don’t need anyone else. Cade and Liam can be trusted though and it’s better to keep them close. So it’s just my five guys and me.
That’s enough for now.
“Good. I’m ready for things to start changing and the first—”
“Yo,” Derrick says, cutting me off and leans his head to my right. The dark black glass for the front double doors was just installed and Laura’s admiring it from where she’s at the other side of the bar, still holding one door open.
“I knocked,” she bellows when I call out her name to get her attention. She looks cute in a tight pair of jeans and a cropped top that shows off her stomach. Just the sight of her makes my cock twitch. My first instinct is to smile, thinking she’s come to surprise me, but then I see her expression.
“Come on down,” Derrick calls out to her.
“Give me a minute,” I tell the guys, not liking the look on her face. It’s the one she gets when she’s scared but she’s trying not to be. I know it well. I take a few slow steps toward her as she takes the shortest path across so she doesn’t have to walk the entire distance of the place.
“It’s really coming together,” she says sweetly, greeting me with a quick peck and then saying hi to the guys.
“Yeah, it is. We need a few more permits,” I tell her and wait. She’s got both hands shoved in her pockets when she asks if there’s a room we can talk in.
I don’t like it. The way her shoulders are hunched in and how quietly she’s talking.
“Everything all right?” I ask her as I place my hand on the small of her back and bring her around to one of the back rooms. Her doctor appointment is tomorrow. It’s the first thing I think of with how she’s acting. She said it wasn’t a big deal. She said her heart skips sometimes and I took credit for it. Looking at her now, I feel like a jackass for making light of it. Her exact word was “harmless.” She said it was harmless and the procedure was routine for diagnosis.
She better not have lied to me. Maybe I should go with her.
“Let’s just talk,” she answers and I pick up my pace.
The small corner room, opposite from where the guys are and what will be used for storage of unopened liquor, isn’t furnished and the floors are covered with brown paper. Other than that, there’s only blue painter’s tape on the trim.
Laura lets out a deep exhale before I’ve even shut the door.
“What did you do?” she asks and her question comes out frantic. She sounds scared and it instantly makes my muscles coil, ready to beat the shit out of whoever’s gotten her so worked up. But then what she says hits me.
What did I do? Relief is the first thing I feel, but then it’s quickly followed by confusion.
“Whoa, hold up, what’s wrong?” I ask her, taking her elbow so I can pull her in, but she pushes me away, backing up to the other side of the small room. Nervous pricks run up my arm.
“I don’t like this. I don’t like any of this.”
With her arms crossed, she faces me from the other side of the room. I stay where I am, waiting and crossing my arms just the same.
“What did you do?” She repeats her question.
Speaking clearer this time, I ask, “What happened?”
She’s stubborn. Babygirl is a stubborn broad, but she also knows I’m not going to lie to her. Which means I’m also not telling her a damn thing. It’s a rule we have in the crew; it keeps the people we love out of harm’s way. She doesn’t need to know.
Uncrossing my arms and slipping my thumbs into my back pockets, I take a single step forward and raise my brow. Waiting.
A look of despair mars her face when she uncrosses her arms and confesses, “Jackson came to the bar.”
A spike of rage goes through me. Just one, a blip.
“What did he say?” I ask calmly, evenly, although my voice is lower now. We have an arrangement, and for Jackson to go behind my back and tell Laura something that’s got her worked up… I’m going to have to have a word with that prick.
“He said the guys you’re dealing with aren’t going to let you get away with it,” she says. Her voice cracks and it fucking shatters me.
Another spike of rage hits me, but this one simmers. “That seems cryptic,” I tell her, keeping a poker face even though I’m already second-guessing if Jackson is talking about Mathews or if he’s referring to something else. What does he know that I don’t know?
Nothing.
The answer in my head is arrogant, but I can’t see how he knows something I don’t.
“What did you do?” Her tone pleads with me as she closes the distance between us.
The tough-girl bit falls pretty quick with her. “Please,” she begs.
The second her hands reach my arms, I bring her in, holding her tight. It’s what she needs, and she’s quick to hold me back.
“Please, Seth,” she whispers this time.
My chin rests on the top of her head as her grip on me tightens. “You’re worried,” I tell her, rocking her small body and staring at the blank back wall, picturing everything that happened and at what point someone would have known it was us. Jackson can’t know. No one knows. He’s confused or he’s trying to start shit. I’ll set him straight either way.
“How could I not be worried?” Laura responds with despondency.
“Jackson’s bluffing, saying anything he can to get to you,” I lie to her. Or maybe it’s the truth. If it was though, I don’t think I’d feel the way I do. Ice cold and like something bad is going to happen.
I move to hold her tighter, hating the way everything’s feeling hot and numb all at once, but she breaks away, her hands on my chest as she shakes her head.
“It’s not a bluff; he was worried about me.” She raises her voice as she speaks but it’s the emotions getting to her.
“There’s no reason for you to worry,” I tell her, trying to calm her down by grabbing her hands, one in each of my own.
I kiss her knuckles before telling her that I’m sorry Jackson freaked her out and that he’s just a jackass.
She’s not in the mood for my jokes though, if her ripping her hands away from me and pacing is any indication.
“You need to calm down,” I tell her as I square my shoulders.
She asks with wide eyes, full of both hope and desperation, “Why don’t you just get out of all that?” When I don’t answer, she adds, “You have this bar.” Like that’s some sort of justification.
The bar only works because we’ll do the deals here, host fights in the basement, and launder money through the alcohol sales. I struggle for a reason to give her. One day she’ll realize it all. She’s too smart not to piece it together. She’s just messed up in the head right now and unable to see it. It’s not this bar or that life. They’re one and the same.
She doesn’t budge right now though. “Please, give it up.”
“What am I going to do?” I ask, feeling a deep crease settle in the middle of my forehead as my lips form a straight line. “Men in the life don’t leave the life.”
“You don’t have to keep this up,” she begs me, and I hate it. Every few months she does this. She can’t just accept it?
“You knew who I was. There was never a question.” I have to contain my frustration so I don’t raise my voice.
“I thought things would change!” she yells, and I know the guys can hear. “When things got better, I thought you’d stop!”
“The guys are here.” I bring up that fact to try to get her to keep her voice down. “Don’t do this now.” Even though it’s a command, I know I’m asking her. Shit, I’d beg her not to do it in front of them.
“When are we going to do it, Seth?” she says and her voice cracks when she questions me. Her teeth sink into her bottom lip to keep it steady and the moment she wraps her arms around herself, I wrap mine around her shoulders. My chest touches her crossed arms and then her chest when she finally relaxes.
The anxiousness I feel seeing her broken down like this dims when she presses her chest against mine from her collar to her hips, and wraps her arms around me. Rubbing soothing motions up and down her back, I try to console her the best I can. Kisses in her hair, telling her it’s going to be all right. I don’t know what else I can do.
She knows I can’t leave the guys; I can’t leave the life. What the hell would I do? I don’t know anything else.
That’s the next step in this conversation. And then she tells me I can be anything. She believes it, too. My throat’s tight when I kiss her hair again, and I breathe in deep, inhaling the smell of her shampoo. It’s some floral scent.
“I love you,” she whispers into my chest. I don’t know if she meant for me to hear it or not, she spoke it so softly, so I don’t answer. I just kiss her hair again and try to ignore that feeling in my gut that everything is all wrong.
“I hate this shit,” I speak without thinking. I don’t even know why I said it.
Laura takes a step back, no longer holding me and I have to straighten my expression, making sure she doesn’t see anything but confidence.
“Hate what?” she asks, nearly breathlessly. Her eyes are larger, darker, swirling with a concoction of emotion that I can’t quite place.
“I hate fighting,” I tell her honestly. “I hate you not being happy.”
“I am happy,” she’s quick to tell me, ignoring all of the shit that just happened so she can give me what I want. She comes to that realization at the same time that I do, and she swallows tightly. A moment passes in silence, and then another. Reaching her hands up to my collar, she stares at the stubble on my jaw as she composes herself. “I’m just scared, Seth.”
“Don’t be,” I say, putting every ounce of reassurance I can into my tone. “I’m right here; you have nothing to be scared about.”
“You’re not always here, though.”
I bite down hard on the tip of my tongue to keep from telling her I would be if she’d move in with me. Round and round we go. In a fucking circle.
I hate when she does this shit. Sucking in a breath, I watch her staring up at me. Wide eyed, waiting for a response and not realizing how much it pisses me off.
She’s always done this, though.
Even when I first started walking her home from school. She still had the bruises and cut lip from Vito. I was busted up pretty good for a while too. It was only surface damage. That shit heals just fine. My pops took over along with his crew. If they were the first generation, we’re the second for this organization. His reign didn’t last long though. The Vitos weren’t going to go down in a single night. Pops knew that; we all did. So someone had to keep an eye on Laura. I volunteered.
“You don’t have to babysit me,” I remember her telling me as I followed her down the dirt path along the field. She walked to school by herself usually, but we were engaged in an all-out war with whoever was left in Vito’s crew. No one was allowed to be alone. I stayed behind and kept my distance. Apparently it wasn’t far enough for her.
“You don’t have to babysit me.”
“I kinda do,” I called out since she was maybe six, ten feet ahead of me. It was turning to autumn and I remember how the breeze went by as she turned to face me. She may be small and meek and not wanting any of this shit, but there was so much fight in her. Still is.
She faced me, the cornfield to her back, her cheek bruised. Her bookbag fell to the crook of her arm so she could open it and pull out a sweater.
“My dad ask you to?” she asked without looking at me. She was putting all of her energy into pulling on that thin blue sweater like it was going to help her with how cold the air had just gotten. It was way too thin, but I didn’t have anything for her. Shit, I was only wearing a t-shirt.
“No,” I answered her and licked my bottom lip. The cut there was still pretty bad and I ran the tip of my tongue over it, remembering the weekend before. She had balls. It was more than that though that made me volunteer to watch her. She looked to me. When the moment came and she was scared, she looked at me for help. That bruise on her face? I did that to her. I might as well have. As far as I’m concerned, I’m the one who put that mark on her face. A bar full of men and it took two blows before any of us stood up to Vito. Two punches to this girl’s face. Even me. Even knowing what I knew.
I never should have sat idly by. Not when it came to her, and not when it came to all the other guys I grew up with, who Vito had knocked off one by one.
My throat got tight and I had to clear it, shoving my hands in my jean pockets and kicking the dirt as I waited for her to get moving.
“Your pops didn’t ask me to, no.”
“Then why?” she bit out and when I looked up, she was finally looking me in the eyes. Could she see? All the guilt I felt? I wanted to make it up to her, but I couldn’t say that. When she looked at me, I should have stepped up. I shouldn’t have let her be the one to say no to Vito, even if I’d never said a word to her before. She shouldn’t have been the one to stand up to that man.
I couldn’t speak so I just shrugged. “If you want me to go, just tell me.” I implied I’d leave, but I was a lying bastard back then.
“I’d never do that,” she barely whispered and pushed the words out quick, like they were toxic and crazy. Like the thought of telling me to leave would be the worst sin she’d ever make.
A moment passed, and there were so many things I wanted to say, so many things I needed to tell her, but I couldn’t say any of them. So I grabbed her arm, and directed her to walk. My hand slowly moved from her elbow, down to her wrist. I didn’t take her hand in mine; she did that. It took ten minutes of walking for her to do it. But she’s the one who did that and I’ve never felt anything better.
It took her almost a year of going through turmoil together before she caved and finally let me kiss her. Two years have passed since then, and sometimes I still feel like I did the moment she slipped her hand into mine and let me walk her home.
Laura’s soft voice brings me back to the present. “Seth, I just—”
“You’re scared,” I say to cut her off when her plea breaks up the memory.
“Shouldn’t I be?” she says, stressing the words like they’re some ultimate truth.
“Come here.” I give her the command with both of my arms outstretched but she shakes her head. “Hey,” I say, hardening my voice and that gets her attention. “Didn’t we agree I should boss you around? Or do I need to get out whips and chains?” I joke with her about that BDSM shit. It does what it should and cracks a smile on her face.
“That’s only for the bedroom,” she tells me and rolls her eyes, but her soft smile is still there. I motion for her to come to me and she does. Resting her head on my shoulder even though she’s focused on twirling the ends of her hair around her fingers.
“You’re scared,” I tell her again. She’s quiet but I know she’s listening because her motions stop. “Steven Jackson knows some things, but not everything. Maybe he is scared for you, maybe he thinks something happened. I don’t know, but I can tell you,” I pause to wrap my hand around the nape of her neck and wait for her to look at me before continuing, “he doesn’t know shit.”
I don’t know if it’s a lie or the truth, but her gaze already softens with relief. Her pouty lips drop open slightly, but I keep talking before she can say anything.
“He doesn’t know what he’s talking about because we don’t tell him everything. Only little things he needs to know to keep him off our back.” Her eyes search mine and I don’t know what she’ll find after that half-truth leaves me.
“If something was wrong, or if you were in danger, you know I’d hide you away.” I run my hand through her hair as I add, “I’d probably lock you up in that safe at the house.” I grin at the ridiculousness and she lets out a broken laugh and then sniffles.
I let a minute pass, just rocking her, allowing her the moment she needs to realize Jackson isn’t the be-all and end-all. I am.
“I’m sorry he got you all worked up and upset,” I tell her and kiss the crown of her head.
“I’m sorry I let him,” she says. Her apology is quiet, and I hate it. Before I’ve even straightened my spine to stand upright, she’s coming at me, kissing me and wrapping her hands around my shoulders to keep me lowered for her.
Her lips are hot, and her tongue is greedy. Everything inside of me simmers. “Greedy girl,” I groan against her lips when she finally pulls away.
My right hand has already drifted to her ass, keeping her hip pressed against my thigh. My left is roaming, feeling curves I know so well and wanting to sear her skin, branding it with my touch to make sure she still belongs to me.
“Seth,” she murmurs. The combination of tearstained cheeks and lust in her eyes makes me hard as stone for her. “I love you,” she tells me. “I hope the guys didn’t hear,” she adds before she takes another breath. She’s quick to do that. To deny me the opportunity to say it back. She’s afraid I won’t. I get it. I don’t mind it either. She likes to protect herself however she can.
“I’m sure they did,” I answer her and then reach behind me to the doorknob, making sure it’s locked. The click is in time with the thump in my chest. “They aren’t going to hear you yell at me anymore though,” I tell her and unbutton my pants.
Laura’s thighs clench as she stands there, in a ten-by-ten-foot room with me and nowhere to hide. Desire dances in her eyes.
“We can’t,” she hisses, accompanied by the zip of my pants being undone.
“If they can hear you yell at me, they can hear me fucking you, so you better be quiet.”
My sweet innocent girl gasps and it thrills me. I love that I can still surprise her. “Don’t let them hear you,” I command her as I take a step forward, kicking off my jeans and sliding down my drawers as I go. She takes a step back until her shoulders hit the wall, as if she can escape me. As if she’d want to. “I want them to hear all the banging from me fucking your brains out against this wall. Not you moaning my name. Just this.” Splaying my hand on the drywall above her head, I slap my hand hard once against the wall. I lean my lips to the shell of her ear and say, “You need to be quiet. Do you hear me?”
My cock is already leaking precum at the thought of being inside of her and everything being right again. Her small hand reaches out between us and she rubs the moisture over the head of my dick, making me groan. Dropping my lips to the crook of her neck, I kiss and suck and nibble while she strokes me until I’ve had enough.
It takes everything I have to step back and tell her to strip down. I want her ass completely naked. Both of us. Our clothes are nothing but puddles of fabric on the floor. Before I lift her up, I run my fingers between her slick folds, teasing her, rubbing her sweet nub and testing her ability to be quiet. Her nails dig into my shoulder as she bites down on her lip. Her head slams against the wall as she rocks herself on my hand. She’s breathing too heavily, making too much noise.
I don’t give a shit though. It wouldn’t be the first time my crew caught us going at it. They know to get the hell away and leave us alone.
With a hand on each of her ass cheeks, I lift her up and she wraps her legs around my waist. “Bite my shoulder,” I demand, and she does it instantly. It’s a good thing she doesn’t hesitate, because I slam into her out of pure unadulterated need. My thrusts are primal and the harder she bites me, the harder I fuck her. My body is covered in a cold sweat and hers is hot to the touch on every inch. I take her like we both need, and I have no regrets about that.
No fucking regrets. Not anymore.





LAURA
I can’t even cross my legs; I’m so sore. Seth has some sort of magic over me. I don’t know what it is. The moment I’m in his vicinity, I’m a puppet for him. Whatever he commands, I do. Whatever he tells me, I believe. My body bends to his and I love it.
It does terrify a small piece of me, though. That little voice is quiet right now, sated by what happened in the back room last night.
And then again when Seth met me at his place and took me to bed.
That second time reminded me of our first time. I keep comparing the two and I find nothing identical. Back then when I first gave into Seth years ago, the temptation to touch him, the urge to let him do whatever he wanted to me—I had never experienced it with anyone else. I knew nothing, except that I wanted him to finally touch me, to have me like I’d been fantasizing about. It would have happened sooner if my dad hadn’t died shortly after Seth started hovering over me. He was my protector for nearly a year before I kissed him.
I remember being up on my tiptoes, my hand pressed against his chest and I kissed him as though I had done it a thousand times before. And I had in my mind. Every time he opened the door for me. Every time his fingers brushed against mine when we walked. Every time he laughed at the bar and with the rough cadence his hand landed on my thigh and stayed there. In the very forefront of my mind I leaned into him and kissed him, thousands of times or more. So that day, after having a drink and feeling the buzz of both intoxication and lust, I planted my lips directly onto his.
I never imagined the groan of satisfaction. That deep, masculine sound was unexpected and a pleasant surprise that travelled down to my belly, and then further. His rough hands gripped my hips and he lifted me up, keeping his lips on mine, never breaking the heated embrace.
Last night was slow and leisurely; that first night was a rush of primitive need. He couldn’t take my clothes off fast enough, until my bare back was on the table and my ass was hanging off. I’d have been mortified if he hadn’t dipped his head to my breasts and sucked, nipped and ravished every inch of my flesh. How could I be embarrassed by my body when he worshipped it the first glance he got?
I was naked while he was still clothed. Again, it’s a difference. Last night was slow, relaxing, and he stripped first, then he took his time peeling my clothes off.
“I’ll go slow,” he whispered at the crook of my neck when he had finally made it to that moment. The moment when I was no longer a virgin. I remember how hot I felt. How suffocating those prolonged seconds were between knowing it was going to happen, and it finally happening.
“I don’t want you to go slow,” I told him, my mind clear and my desire evident. “I want you.”
In one swift stroke he took me, hard and unabashed. He watched me as my eyes widened; he never stopped watching between heated kisses.
“I’ll make sure you love it,” he promised as he pounded into me with reckless abandon and I don’t know for certain if the promise was for me or for him.
My thighs tighten and I can still feel him. That night I knew I could never go back. I wasn’t sure if he could go back to pretending the attraction wasn’t there. He made damn sure I knew the next day when he took me into the bar and kissed me in front of everyone. There was never any “going back” with Seth.
When my phone buzzes in my hand, I instinctively jump from my seat in the waiting room and then hiss at the slight pain that throbs between my legs. It’s a good ache, but it’s embarrassing as fuck when the receptionist eyes me from behind the glass divider. Like I’m some kind of nuisance. I don’t want to be here anymore than she wants me here.
I want to be a nurse; I don’t want to be a patient. I hate being a patient. Mostly because of insurance.
I’ve already got my clipboard of paperwork filled out. Now I just wait in this room, sitting in one of the chairs that look like they’re from the ’80s while a cooking show plays in the upper right corner on a tiny little TV.
I check the text I received, thinking it might be from Seth, but it’s not. Tell me something good.
Cami’s text makes me smile.
No news yet, I’m waiting to be seen. YOU tell me something good.  I’m eager for her to distract me. I want to know all about what she and Derrick did last night. I feel like I’m in on the details because she told me, but Derrick didn’t tell Seth. I know because last night Seth told me he thinks that Derrick’s seeing someone seriously.
You have to tell me what they say. As I read the text Cami sent back, a little disappointed that it’s not full of juicy details, an elderly woman in an oversized t-shirt comes into the waiting room from the doctor’s side and then leaves through the front doors. I glance at the woman at the front desk, wondering if this means it’s my turn, but nope, nothing yet.
Tap, tap, tap, my shoe is at war with the wooden leg of my chair.
Cami texts me again and I nearly shriek in the room. The gasp is certainly audible and when I look at the receptionist, she’s looking at me disapprovingly. Fucking hell. This isn’t the library.
Giving her a tight smile, I return to my phone and read the text again.
Derrick and I slept together last night.
I’ve known Cami for half a decade. She’s slept with three men in her life before last night. Derrick is the fourth. All three were young love… for Cami. The guys told her they loved her, fucked her, and moved on. Derrick won’t do that. I know he won’t. He wouldn’t have touched her if he didn’t want more from her. He knows she means a lot to me. He told Cami that’s why he didn’t make a move sooner. He was afraid of getting into trouble with “the boss,” meaning Seth.
So this is the end of ‘let’s take it slow’? I ask her.
I have to wait a few minutes to get a response, and in the meantime, I text her about half a dozen times: How was it? How big is he? Where did it happen?
It’s practically an interview when she finally texts back.
He told the guys last night he was into me. He said he claimed me, like the guys used to do at the Clubhouse, you know? His dad and them.
She rambles in her messages, sending them in chunks. And all the while my heart does a little flip for her. But also for me. Seth was fucking with me. Maybe he wanted to see if I knew. Dammit, I’m more disappointed than I should be that I’m not in on a secret Seth doesn’t know of.
He said if I’m with him, we’re exclusive. That he’ll be out late some nights, but it’s for work. He said I can’t ask questions and I have to trust him. He told me that it’s hard for some girls to trust like that and he asked me if I could.
And you said yes? Right? I text back with my questions even though I already know she did. Cami knows everything I’ve been through with Seth. Late nights after we’ve had fights are the worst. It’s easy to think he’s just avoiding me, that he’s off somewhere trying to get me—and our fight—off of his mind.
Those nights, I called Cami.
She’d come over or stay with me on the phone, easing my worries. Somewhere deep down, I knew Seth wasn’t going to leave me, but it didn’t make the thoughts in my head stop. We’ve had three big fights, all about the stupid shit he does and how we can get out of it. All three times, I watched that clock. All three times, he eventually came home, then sat next to me like he belonged there. Even if I wasn’t talking to him when he left. All three times, I kissed him hard, loving that he made the choice to come back to me.
He’s a man who doesn’t leave. All of the guys in the crew are the same. Derrick will be to Cami what Seth is to me; I know it.
She didn’t grow up in the life, but she gets it. Her dad was a truck driver and not around a lot. Maybe that’s why it’s easier for her? I don’t know. But she stays calm in the storm. Derrick’s lucky to have that.
My phone pings.
I told him to shut up and kiss me. He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know.
This time I do squeal and I don’t bother to look up at the receptionist. She can deal with it.
“Laura Roth?” a doctor calls out into the room, looking at a clipboard and lifting the papers before looking up to see me. The doctor looks young at first, but then I see the age around her eyes and mouth. She’s done up with dangling earrings, her brunette hair piled high in a bun, and a black dress under the professional white coat.
I wave. Like an idiot. I’ll blame it on being caught off guard by Cami’s last text.
“Come on back.” Her voice is calming yet chipper as she holds open the door and leads the way to whatever room we’re going to. “I’m Dr. June. It’s nice to meet you.” She’s polite and confident. I find myself making up stories about her on the way through the hall.
I wonder if she has a date after work. Or maybe it was a lunch date. She’s even wearing heels and that seems like a bold choice. I’ve already picked out the white sneakers I want to wear when I’m a nurse.
“Have a seat,” Dr. June says as she directs me to a blue examination table with vinyl upholstery that seems cheap but is probably easy to clean. It’s covered by a sheet of white paper that crinkles when I sit down.
“So I see here you were at your gynecologist and she identified what she believes to be a potential arrhythmia?”
I nod my head, remembering that day and a certain feeling in particular. I’m experiencing it again right now, this draining of everything inside of me right to the pit of my stomach.
“Can you tell me when you first experienced these symptoms?”
I move my gaze from her to the stark sink and the clear canisters filled with odd-shaped swabs. “I um—” I stop speaking to clear my throat. “I wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t been there, so I don’t really know.”
“The chart indicates you grabbed your chest and seemed to struggle to breathe.” I can hear the paper fall as Dr. June drops the clipboard to her lap. “Is that a normal occurrence?”
“I’d just found out.” It hurts all over again. “I went in because I was bleeding, and I’d just found out that I miscarried. I didn’t even know I was two months along.” My eyes prick with tears, but I keep them back. “I didn’t know I was pregnant. … So, no, it’s not a normal occurrence. I was just reacting to the situation.”
“I can understand that,” Dr. June says and nods, trying to ease the thick tension. I hate this room. I hate being the one sitting on this table.
She asks me the same questions the gynecologist did. If I’ve felt fatigued, light-headed, or experienced any rapid heartbeat and shortness of breath in the last six months. All of them are a yes, but it’s because of Seth and the shit he puts me through, so I lie, which I know I shouldn’t do, and tell her no.
“I’ve already answered these for the other doctor, my gynecologist,” I say and cut her off from asking more questions, feeling like this is all déjà vu.
“I know, but for the tests we have to conduct, we have to do this at our facilities.” Paperwork. Legalities.
“I understand.”
“So today, I’m going to listen to your heart and do a checkup of sorts. We’re also going to do an echocardiogram to take a look at what’s going on physically. It’s an ultrasound …” Her voice drones on as she lists what she has planned for me and her reasoning for the tests. I’ve already read up on it, so I’m ready. Her stethoscope is cold as she listens to my heartbeat, occasionally pausing to tell me to breathe in deep.
All the while, I think about moments like this that I may face as a nurse. With me on the other side of things. If there’s ever a woman talking about her miscarriage and on the brink of tears, I promise myself not to keep a smile plastered on my face and tell her that I understand.
You can never understand what anyone else’s pain is like. She doesn’t know Seth told me he wanted kids. And that I told him I didn’t; there was too much going on.
I was already pregnant when I told him that. I put that out there into the universe, not knowing I was already carrying the baby Seth wanted. I practically asked fate to take that baby away from me. From us.
I’ll never forgive myself for speaking those words out loud. For even thinking them. I wish I could take it back. I would if I could. You’re never ready for a baby.
“You may want to ask someone to go with you.” Dr. June’s suggestion brings me back to the present.
“For the stress test?” I clarify, shifting and making the paper crinkle under me. I was barely listening to her telling me I’ll have to come back in next week.
“Yes. It’s just a treadmill and I don’t think you’ll have any problems, but it may be comforting to have someone with you.”
I’m grateful the stethoscope is nowhere near me, suddenly worried that she can hear just how battered my heart feels. I don’t want to lie to her even more than I already have, so I don’t tell her I asked the only two people I have to come today and neither of them could.





SETH
F rom the parking lot of the old gas station, you could throw a stone and hit a car on the highway. It’s that damn close. It’s loud too as the three of us huddle for this meet.
Behind me is the old worn-out sign, bleached by the sun but you can still read Gas and Convenience Store. Under it is my crew. Roman, Connor and Liam are talking about something. I don’t know what. I can’t hear shit with the highway here.
Derrick looks with me, and then tells me, “Should be simple.” Maybe he thinks he needs to ease my concerns, so I nod. “Yeah,” I respond.
I can’t shake this feeling in my gut though. Ever since Laura came home from the doctor’s two nights ago, something feels off. Not just with her, but with work too.
It’s like someone’s watching me. A gust of wind passes, and I the feeling comes over me again. I don’t like it.
Leroy holds out his hand for a shake before saying a word. His crew’s behind him like mine is, at a distance and leaning against a black sedan. His grip is strong and he looks me in the eyes as he says, “I’m looking forward to doing more business with you fellas.”
I can see in my periphery that Derrick’s lips kick up in an asymmetrical grin at “fellas.”
Leroy’s from down south and he needs shipments coming in. We can provide that. We have in the past, but these should be steady, or so he claims. Shipments come into the dock, we collect, we deliver. Like Derrick said, should be simple.
“You know our take,” I tell him and then my gaze is pulled past Leroy when one of his crew reaches behind him. My hand burns with the need to go for my gun when I see the quick motion, but the guy is just reaching for a smoke. With the cigarette in his mouth, he takes out a lighter from his back pocket and passes it to the guy next to him. “Fifteen percent,” I tell Leroy, keeping my expression easy, even though adrenaline is scorching through me.
I know you need trust in these relationships. At least trust that they need the partnership and can’t afford to fuck you over. I have that with Leroy. I have for a year now although this proposition is new. I just can’t shake this feeling though.
Not everyone is an enemy. But damn does it feel like they are sometimes.
Leroy shifts his focus to Derrick, who’s silent. The gravel under his feet crunches noisily while we wait. “What if I increase the load, can your boys handle that?” he asks me, and I nod.
“We got it covered.”
Another second passes. “If I increase the product per shipment, seems like it should be dropped to ten percent, doesn’t it?”
“How’s that?” Derrick pipes up. I roll out my right shoulder, watching Leroy’s men talking. A freight truck rushes by on the highway above them and two of them turn to look. It’s not a high-tension situation, but negotiations at the last minute aren’t welcome.
“More product, more money, but you’re still only doing one run,” he explains to Derrick.
“We agreed on fifteen,” I tell him.
Leroy puts both of his hands up, a move that makes the men behind him still, their eyes focused solely on us now. Thump, thump my heart pounds and the back of my neck pricks. His hands are lowered as quickly as they went up, and his men settle. They’re watching closely now though.
“I got a call yesterday. I may have more product than I thought. Terms for me have changed,” Leroy says then sniffs and thumbs the tip of his nose. “Like I said, it’s more product, more money, still one shipment. Ten percent of this load is more than fifteen percent of the previous.”
“How much more?” I ask him.
“Forty.”
Forty thousand.
I still hesitate and he adds, “How long have we been working together? Two years now? I don’t want to work with anyone else. You’re my guy.”
Another truck goes by as I take in what he’s saying. I don’t like changing arrangements.
“We’ve got the cash in the car,” he says. As he moves to call over one of the guys, I see a familiar car pull up to the gas station. It’s an old, light blue Mustang. The paint is worn out, but I think Jackson likes it that way.
“We got company,” I murmur and nod my head for Leroy to see.
“He’s not one of yours?” Leroy’s brow arches.
“We have him contained, but he doesn’t get a paycheck,” I explain.
“No exchange then?” he questions. I eye Jackson, parked at a pump and sitting there, not even bothering to get gas. Fucker.
“No, we still exchange. We have a deal at twelve percent because it’s more work for us, more heat too if anything happens.” I hold out my hand for Leroy.
It takes a few seconds, but he agrees and his handshake is just as firm as it was when he first pulled up. “It’s always nice doing business with you.”
Turning to Derrick, I tell him to get the details and the cash—all twelve percent of it. “I’ll take care of this.”
“Until next time,” Leroy says, giving me a nod as I walk off. Dust kicks up from the parking lot as I walk the twenty feet or so over to Jackson.
The highway’s louder at the front of the store than on the side where the parking lot is. A car beeps on the bypass above, quick and short, but in multiple successions and it aggravates me just as much as the sight of Jackson does right now.
I could fucking snarl, remembering how he got into Laura’s head.
It takes everything in me not to grab him by his throat and slam him up against his car. The only reason I don’t do it is because of the deal going on behind me. If Leroy thinks I’m in over my head with the cops, he could back out. Shit, I would if it were me, but we need this cash. We need everything we have right now. The twelve percent from Leroy with a higher take? That’s good for us. I probably would have taken the ten given it’s still one run. A steady cash flow is what we need while we get the bar up and running.
With my jaw clenched, I stare down at Jackson. My shoulders are tense and I breathe in the dusty air just to keep from screaming at this asshole.
“Come to tell me you’re worried for me?” I raise my voice as I speak so he can hear, not changing the expression on my face.
“Worried for you?” Jackson keeps his door open, standing with it between him and me and that makes me uneasy. I want his hands where I can see them. Which is ironic, given who he is.
“Get out and shut the door,” I demand and he cocks his head, staring at me like this is a showdown.
“You want to have this conversation while I’m thinking you’re hiding a gun between the two of us?” I question him and that gets him moving. The door shuts as another round of cars rushes behind us, below us. We’re surrounded by activity.
Jackson’s my height and my build. Ever since we were kids, we were built the same. At least physically. Mentally, we were always opposites.
Before he’s finished taking the two steps it takes to get close enough to talk, I tell him, “Don’t ever go to Laura again.” The threat in my voice is clear as day. I don’t do subtleties when it comes to her.
Jackson isn’t fazed. It should piss me off, but instead I find myself questioning things.
“She deserved a heads-up and so do you, which is why I’m here.”
“You leave her to me,” I tell him again, gritting the words out between my teeth.
“A moment of weakness,” he says and then glances at the pavement before looking me in the eyes. “I apologize.”
My muscles twitch; my back feels like it’s tighter than a coiled rope ready to split and unravel.
“Wright is a snitch,” Jackson says, changing the subject. My mind is still on Laura, still on the stress he caused her. Hearing Wright’s name though, the source of our intel and a lower-level mule for Mathews, catches my attention.
“If he snitched to us, you don’t think he told Mathews?” Jackson questions me.
“Told you what?”
“You stole half a mil in product—at cost.” He emphasizes cost and it takes a lot for me to stay calm in this moment. I have to keep my voice low and even, show no emotion. Leroy’s men are watching.
With that in mind, I look over my shoulder. Derrick’s at the corner of the store where I can see him. The car’s parked in the back. I imagine he’s having Roman do the bitch work of moving the cash from one car to the other. As long as Derrick’s in view, I know everything’s going as planned.
Other than what Jackson just told me. Wright’s a snitch.
“It wasn’t us and I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Jackson shakes his head and sucks his teeth. “Don’t do that to me. Not with all the shit I’ve covered up for you. Don’t fucking do that to me.” I don’t expect the anger, or the hurt. That’s what it is in the way he looks at me with his nostrils flared. He’s hurt.
“We’ve known about them coming down here. We grabbed Wright. We had him spilling everything. Then you go and fuck with them?” Contempt laces his last line.
Clenching my fist and cracking my knuckles with my thumb, I take a moment. Letting this information sink in as I watch Leroy and Derrick shake hands before our respective crews part ways. Mine stays where they are, waiting for me while Leroy and his men take off in two vehicles, one after the other. Jackson and I both watch in silence.
“These guys like Mathews don’t just get angry; they make examples of the people who steal from them.”
“And you were going to stop him?” I question him. I remember when we were just kids. This is a small town and I knew all the neighborhood kids. We’d play cops and robbers back then. He was always the cop and I was always the robber. The “bang” of our toy guns didn’t come with the same kick back it comes with now.
“We were getting the intel we needed to get the feds involved.”
“Are they?” I ask him.
“Are they what?”
“Involved?”
His gaze drops and I already have my answer. No. Mathews must not be big enough. Either that or Wright didn’t give them good enough intel.
“What do you want from me?” I ask Jackson, wanting this conversation to be over so I can figure out how we’re going to handle this.
“Come in—get protection. Especially for Laura. It doesn’t have to be like this.”
Protection? I scoff at the very idea that Jackson would be bringing this shit up. “You remember what it was like. It does have to be like this.”
“This is too much. They’re too big. The collateral—”
“Is my problem,” I say, cutting him off. “I can handle this.”
His expression falls when I raise my voice. I can feel the words still ringing in my throat long after they’re spoken.
Opening his car door, he tells me grimly, “Then, at least I warned you. You know where I am if you change your mind.”





LAURA
I hear Seth before he says a word to me. The door isn’t shut quietly; it’s practically slammed. Gripping the edge of my nightgown, for a moment I wonder if it’s him or someone else since it was shut so hard. But then I hear the jingle of the keys as they hit the bowl we keep in the kitchen. It’s an old ceramic bowl my grandma gave me. At least he didn’t throw the keys in there hard. I’d have to kick his ass if he ever broke it.
I must have dozed off; the clock on the nightstand tells me it’s nearly nine. When I check my phone, still hearing Seth slamming what sounds like the fridge door, I see a handful of messages Cami sent. Shit, we were supposed to go out. She gathered, in the series of texts I’m reading, that I forgot or that I was busy.
Writing her a quick reply, I tell her I’m sorry. I never miss our dates. Ever. I feel like complete shit that I fell asleep.
I answer the two questions she asked me as well. They’re questions about birth control. I promise in the next message I’ll make it up to her.
She’s quick to tell me it’s okay. She’s already replaced our date with one with Derrick.
I would feel relief, but Seth’s still out there.
There’s a little nagging piece inside of me. Digging and clawing, making me feel that something really is wrong. It heats my skin; it sickens my stomach. It tells me to worry. This is what he does when I’m not looking. He bangs shit around and lets out his stress that way.
As I’m walking in the hallway, not trying to be quiet, but quiet nonetheless, I hear the slam of his fist on the counter. My heart jolts in my chest, seizing for a moment until I peek out from the threshold and see my towering man hunched over, both forearms resting on the counter, his head laying between them. His broad shoulders stretch the white t-shirt he’s wearing tight over his muscular back. Every muscle ripples as he breathes in deep in what looks like an attempt to calm himself.
“Everything okay?” I ask a little quieter than I’d planned, feeling that aching whisper scream inside. My fingers twitch with the need to hold him, to come up behind him and comfort Seth as he’s done for me so many times. But I wait.
Some nights are bad and he doesn’t like to be touched then. Not when he first gets home. Maybe it’s because he wanted to throw shit around like he is now, but he couldn’t because I was home.
He lifts his gaze to me and instantly softens. His exhale is short as he stands up straighter, running his hand over the back of his head. “Sorry, Babygirl. I didn’t know you were home. Thought Cami and you were going out?”
Seth clears his throat and then opens his arms, urging me to come over to him. I don’t waste any time molding myself to the side of his body, feeling his heat. With one arm around my waist, he hugs me back and then lifts the beer on the counter to his lips with his free hand.
“You okay?” I ask once the glass clinks on the counter, noting he takes his time with the swig, probably to get his thoughts in order.
“Fine,” he breathes out although stress is prominent in his answer. “How did the studying go?” he asks me, changing the subject. He does that a lot, but I can still see the torment that clings to him. Maybe he thinks he hides it well, but he doesn’t.
“So you don’t want to talk?” I ask him, hoping maybe all he needs is a push.
All he gives me is a weak smile though. I already knew he wouldn’t confide in me. It’s just not who he is. Grabbing both of his hands and making him leave the beer on the counter, I tell him to come with me.
His fingers barely grip mine until I give his hand a squeeze.
“You all right?” he asks and a new worry rips through his expression. It’s fresh, not tired. And fear, not stress.
I have to laugh a little when I answer him, “I’m better than you are.” I’m still walking him to the sofa in the living room when he gives me a huff of a masculine laugh in response. Seth’s house is larger than my grandma’s. Nicer in a lot of ways simply because it’s new and in an up-and-coming part of town. The sofa though, it’s my favorite. The entire living room really. Probably because I picked out every piece.
The sofa is a soft cream chenille with a pale blue paisley pattern on the outsides of the armrests and all the way around the back of it. When I picked it out, I was thinking of myself and thought for sure Seth would say no. Instead, he told me to get whatever I wanted to go with it. So I got a thick, plush royal blue rug to go with the sofa, covering the hardwood floors, solely so I could get on my knees like I’m doing now, unbuckling his pants and helping Seth relax.
I can give him this. Freely. He gives me so much and never asks for a damn thing. So this? I can give him this.
He spears his hand through my hair as the sound of the zipper mixes with my faint moan.
“Laura,” Seth protests weakly and my response is to grip his jeans in both my hands, ripping his pants down as I stare up into his heated gaze. He’s already hardening. I can see his length get stiffer by the second through the thin fabric of his boxer briefs.
“Sit down.” I give him the firm command while keeping our eyes locked, and he smirks at me. From this angle, he’s even more handsome, which doesn’t make any sense. He’s just towering over me. Maybe it’s the rough stubble, the way he smiles, or the lust in his eyes. But my heart does that little pitter-patter, the beat that’s out of rhythm. Maybe it really is all because of him. He makes my heart skip a beat.
“Let me do what I want to you,” I whisper and inch my fingers up to the waistband of his boxer briefs. His hand is still in my hair, and he scratches his blunt nails against my scalp before wrapping my hair around his wrist. Pulling my head back, I’m forced to look at him, rather than his hardening cock that’s barely contained by the thin fabric in front of my face. He doesn’t pull hard, not enough to give me any pain, but it’s authoritative.
I think for a moment he’s going to say something; his gaze is so penetrating and he stares for so long. All the while, my core heats, my heart flutters, and I can barely breathe.
Seth releases me without a word, letting me strip him down, dropping slowly to the sofa, spreading his strong legs wide for me.
His cock is ready, standing tall when I reach out and stroke him. My fingers nearly don’t wrap around the entire thing. I run my thumb up one of the thick veins all the way to his head. Spreading a bead of precum over the velvety top of him, I almost lick my lips.
“I like it when you blush like that,” he murmurs. Looking up at him, I hold his gaze as I lean forward and let the tip of my tongue slip through his slit while holding him with both hands to keep him where I want him. He hisses and the S sinks deep into my heat, forcing me to clench around nothing.
I wrap my mouth around the head of his cock and hum a sweet moan as I taste the saltiness of what little cum is there. Opening my jaw as far as I can, I sink down his length and feel his smooth skin massage my lips as I bob. It’s only a tease, only to get a little moisture on his cock. Releasing him with a pop, I look back up at Seth, whose lips are parted as he breathes ever so slowly. His hips thrust in my hand the next time I lean down, teasing his head with a gentle suck.
I could worship his cock like this for hours, but he doesn’t let me.
A squeal leaves me when he reaches down, grabbing me by the hips to sit in his lap. “Seth!” I object, but that doesn’t stop him from ripping my nightgown over my head. I’m mid-laugh when his open-mouth kiss lands on the dip in my throat. The giddiness in my voice is quick to morph to a strangled moan when he touches me. His hands grip my flesh, and his mouth devours my sensitized skin.
I anticipate him maneuvering me onto my back upon the sofa, with him on top. That’s how he likes it most of the time. But he doesn’t. Instead he places my back to his chest, still kissing my neck, and spreads my legs so my thighs are resting over his.
“Seth,” I moan as his cock presses against my folds. The head slips against my clit and I writhe against him, my breath hitching.
He’s not merciful as he pushes himself inside of me with a single stroke. My back arches, and my front feels cold without him here. Seth keeps my neck at his lips by gripping my throat with his hand. I’m staring at the ceiling, wide eyed, feeling the sweet stretch that lingers with pain when his other hand meets my throbbing clit.
He’s relentless as he strums my swollen nub and pistons his hips up to fuck me just like this. My screams of pleasure are as ruthless as his touch. He doesn’t stop until my throat is sore, my limbs are trembling and I’ve orgasmed more times than I can keep count.





SETH
There are two platform stages in the basement of Club Allure. The one in the center, a sixteen-by-twenty-foot rectangle, has bright lights shining down on it. They’re highlighting two men as they circle each other. The drop is only two feet if one of the hulking men falls off. It’s the platform of a professional boxing ring, minus the ropes. It looks like Jameson might fall off the edge. The blood from the cut above his eye is dripping down his face and he can barely keep up with protecting his body with his fists, let alone keep the blood from blinding him.
If he falls, he’s still fair game. Just harder for everyone else to see the ass beating he’ll take. Judging by the cheers and the frown on Cade’s face, this match isn’t an upset. There are four more after it though, and regardless of how this match turns out, these men will keep betting. For the thrill, for the entertainment. For the addiction of being a part of something so primitive. All of which is good for us. We haven’t had a fight yet that didn’t line our pockets. This is the first one down here; the first of many.
In front of where Derrick and Liam are standing on top of the second stage, the one against the back wall, I approach Fletcher. Derrick and Liam are watching it all go down while Cade takes the bets. At least sixty bodies form a swarm around the ring, filling the room with their cheers and yells. It’s all white noise. The real money is made away from the lights, in the shadows of the room while surrounded by the chaos.
With men like Fletcher. He runs things up north of here. He has for years and when shit got rough the first year of taking Tremont back from Vito’s men who wanted it just as much as we did, Fletcher took our side.
Back then, he said he was rooting for the underdogs. I wonder if he bet on Jameson tonight.
“King,” Fletcher greets me and I grip his hand firmly, keeping my gaze on anything but his pocket square. He always wears a suit I can’t stand.
Ostentatious is one way to describe the pale blue suit that’s wrapped around his body in a slim fit. With the yellow patterned handkerchief tucked in his pocket, garish is the word I’d use for this one. Fletcher is flashy, from his heavy gold watch to the diamond stud in his ear. His look comes outfitted with a lit cigar. Money talks, but the wealth he has, he decides to make scream. I may not prefer his attire, but he’s just the man I want to do business with tonight.
“Good to see you, Fletcher.”
“Your bar is coming together nicely,” he says, starting with small talk. Upstairs isn’t finished, and it won’t be for another few weeks or more. I want it perfect when we open the doors to the public. Down here is just fine. No furniture, nothing that can be stained with the blood that will most certainly be spilled. These heathens would be fine with cardboard boxes.
“Thanks. I heard you’re building one uptown?” I question him and he shrugs.
“Not like this,” he says.
“Wasn’t asking because I’m worried about competition,” I say to reassure the worried look on his face.
He huffs from his nose before straightening the gaudy handkerchief. “I just want you to hear it from me. I’d never step on your toes.”
“Likewise,” I say with a nod and move on to business. “The next shipment has been moved up a week. Leroy has extra product, and he’s happy for me to hand it on over to you.”
“You want me to cut out Mathews?” Fletcher questions, a glint in his eye. He’s had to deal with Mathews because there was no one else. It’s what led to that fucker getting closer to Tremont. This is one more blow to Mathews while giving me favor with both Leroy and Fletcher. It’s a win on all sides and both of them know it.
If I need an ally against Mathews, Fletcher is my man.
“Who’s that?” I ask with a smirk and he lets out a bellow of a laugh. Fletcher sells what Mathews sells. All the heavy shit. Pushing Mathews back by destroying his stash only helps Fletcher keep his territory. Stick with the devil you know, comes to mind when I think about the last conversation Fletcher and I had.
“Know what I love about you?” he asks me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “You treat your friends well.”
I give him a tight smile and nod. “I take it you’re happy to not have to rely on the man cutting into your turf?”
“This last week has been less bloody,” he tells me with a seriousness that chills my spine. “I want to keep it that way.”
“It’s been coming to that. A war on the streets.”
Fletcher nods and says, “That’s what happens when a new dealer moves in.”
“I heard he’s moving out,” I’m quick to comment as Fletcher lights up a cigarette. He takes a long puff and exhales as the men surrounding the stage to our right, let out the kind of roar that comes with disbelief. Looks like Jameson’s coming back. That’s what happens with the Irish. You can’t count them out until they’ve hit the ground.
“He can sell his shit elsewhere,” Fletcher says, practically spitting the words out. “It was a mistake to ever buy from him… This Leroy… he’s all right?”
“Been with him for a while, he’s better than all right.”
“What have you been buying, though?” Fletcher questions me and I don’t like it. “That soft shit isn’t the same type of deal.”
I level him with a hard stare. “You don’t have to worry about Leroy.”
He’s slow to nod, then drags on his cigar before saying, “Tremont has some good shit. The pot, the coke, the E…. but when are you going to expand, Young Buck?”
Young Buck. I hate the nickname he has for me even more than the suit I’m currently forced to look at.
“We’re stable, controlled, that’s how I like it,” I tell him and then I put my arms up, gesturing to the room and the stairs as I add, “Money’s flowing. That’s what counts.”
“You’re growing into what was already here—there’s so much more to be done,” he says, giving me the hard sell.
I made a deal with Jackson years back. Back when I was selling for Vito and he knew and he was in the academy. I’d keep things as they were. The cocaine, the pot, there’s a demand for it from certain people in this town and the surrounding areas. I fill it, but keep it contained to just that.
Meth and heroin aren’t an option. We both agree on that. It’s how Jackson’s mom died. I think it’s the only reason the two of us work. He needs me keeping that shit out and I need him to keep the cops off our back.
Uptown, Fletcher makes a pretty penny from that shit. As does Mathews. As does Leroy.
They can sell, split and fight each other for it.
“Not interested at the moment,” I answer Fletcher as I have for the past two years.
He lets out a low whistle, and I watch him watch Jameson land an uppercut against his opponent’s jaw. The blood splatter only fuels the audience to scream for more. Even if it is an upset.
My eye catches sight of my men. Derrick and Liam are still surveying the room from the platform stage. Roman’s in another corner, making another deal. Cade’s got a grin from ear to ear as he’s taking more bets.
“I like the system I’ve got going,” I tell Fletcher, but I didn’t need to give him that. He doesn’t need or deserve an explanation. I wish I could pluck the statement from the air when he looks back at me. I’m taller than him, but it still feels like he’s looking down at me.
“You’re still learning,” he says as he squares his shoulders and faces me. “There’s more money to be made. You haven’t even scratched the surface, my friend.”
He puts his hand on my shoulder and I keep my expression firm. A moment passes, and anger swells inside of me. I won’t repeat myself, and I won’t humor him with more of this conversation.
“Are you good for the drop next week?” I ask bluntly and he drops his hand from my shoulder.
“Always open for your business,” he tells me, and I offer him a tight smile, leaving him where he is and telling him to enjoy the show. He still urges me to “think about it” and I reassure him that if I’m in the market, I’ll turn to him first.
The part that irritates me the most is that there’s too much truth to Fletcher. The real money is in the harder shit. I’m the youngest leader of any crime organization for thousands of miles. And I do have a lot to learn. I picked up the pieces after a year of grappling for power. I took the deals I knew were already in place because we needed the money and the connections. Someone was going to take them, and I literally killed for it to be us.
Men like him, they aren’t my friends. They don’t need explanations. They’d get rid of me if they thought they could get away with it. I’m more than aware of that little fact.
“You look pissed,” Derrick comments as I step up onto the stage to stand next to him.
The collar of my shirt feels tighter as I swallow down the rage. “What’d he say?” Derrick asks, referring to Fletcher.
“Everything’s fine and set,” I answer him and add, “Just pissed at myself.”
“What happened?”
“I’m too fucking friendly,” I tell him and the grin I give him makes him shake his head.
“Just your friendly neighborhood thug,” he comments with humorous sarcasm.
“Something like that,” I say and cross my arms, watching the fight and trying to hear the punches over the cheers.
“Did you decide what we’re going to do about the potential problem?” I can feel Derrick’s eyes on me, waiting for an answer to his question. I watch blood drip down Jameson’s arm. I watch his jaw clench tighter as he lands blow after blow, the veins in his neck bulging.
Swallowing, I answer Derrick without looking at him. “There’s no sign Mathews knows for sure.”
“Right,” he comments.
“All we can do is be ready if they come for us.” Finally, turning to him I add, “And we can tie up the loose end.”
“Loose end?” he questions but his gaze lights with the answer before I have to say it. “Wright.”
“Wright,” he repeats, although this time he breathes out long and heavy as he does.
“The sooner the better,” I tell him.
“How do you want it done?” he asks, and I tell him I don’t care.
A minute passes and the ref calls the fight, lifting Jameson’s fist into the air. The man looks like he’s barely standing on his own, like he needs that hand to be lifted just so he can stay upright. But he won.
“I thought you said Wright was with the cops?” Derrick’s brow is lined with confusion. We don’t fuck with the cops and they don’t fuck with us.
“He is,” I answer Derrick and lift a shoulder nonchalantly. “I’m tired of being friendly.” I say the joke in a deadpan manner. “Kill Wright. From here on out we don’t trust anyone to stay quiet.”
Derrick huffs a laugh, although it’s tight. “No more Mr. Nice Guy.”





LAURA
There are no streetlights on my grandma’s street. They’re something the city never put in. So when I park, I don’t turn off the car yet. I want that bit of illumination from my headlights as I take out my phone and peek at what Cami texted back.
I grin when I see her message about how she still hurts. But it’s a good kind of hurt. I know the feeling. Is every time like this? she wrote in the last text.
Only the good ones, I reply before tossing the phone back into my purse. Taking a quick look around, I turn off the car and palm my keys. I’ve never liked the dark. But I especially don’t like it here anymore.
I catch sight of a black sedan idling a few cars up. It would be hard to miss it. It’s a sleek car and looks expensive; it looks like it doesn’t belong here. The red brake lights come on and the car pulls away a little too fast, making their tires squeal. It’s odd they’d drive away so quickly and because of that, I try to read the license plate, but all I get are the first two numbers. One and seven. I try not to care that I didn’t see the rest of the plate. It’s a habit I have, but this is just a random car.
It sends this weird vibe through me, though. Seeing that car take off… I can’t shake it even though it’s just a car. I don’t know most of the people on this street anymore.
It’s nothing, I tell myself and think about Cami’s text again. But the odd feeling, that little stir of anxiousness, sits like a rock in the pit of my stomach.
All the good feelings from taking the practice entrance exam this morning seem to drain from me as I take the stone stairs up to the porch. I practically aced the test. I can’t believe it. I didn’t actually think I’d do well enough to even consider putting in my application anywhere. I never did well in school, so why would I? A hint of a smile tries to pull my lips up, but then I hear the gentle creak of the rusty porch swing. It lingers in the quiet air like the memories do. Grandma would have been so proud.
This place will always have memories around every corner and in every crevice, even if it’s lifeless. Lacking everything it held when I was a kid. The dark and the quiet are reminders of everything that’s gone. Everything that will never come back.
My eyes are on the ground while I walk, which is why I’m so shocked when I reach up to put the key in the door, only to find it already open.
The wooden frame is splintered. Confusion hits me first. I haven’t even put the key in yet.
Thump.
The lock is still turned; I can see the hunk of metal as the door brushes open with the slight touch of my hand. Gasping, I try to stay calm, but I don’t see how I can as the reality registers.
Thump.
The shoe print on the door is black against the white door. Someone kicked in the door.
“Fuck,” I say and the curse leaves my lips in a whisper.
I’m half a step back, feeling the racing need to run take over when I smell smoke.
And then I see the bright red and orange flames beyond the cracked frame.
It’s on fire. My grandma’s house is on fire. No! God, no!
“Help!” I scream, gripping the keys so hard in my hand it feels like they’ve broken my skin.
My hands are shaking as I fumble in my purse. My keys drop harshly onto the concrete porch. Then something else, maybe my sunglasses; I don’t know and I don’t care.
I just need my phone.
I’m still shaking when I finally find it. Struggling with both hands to grip it and dial 9-1-1, I drop my purse and stand there on weak legs as I stare straight ahead, watching the bright red expand alongside billowing white and gray smoke. The hallway is clear, telling me it’s the kitchen. The kitchen is on fire. The flames are high, almost to the ceiling. It’s too far gone. No, no, please tell me this is a nightmare.
The operator is cool, calm and professional. Whatever he sounds like, I’m the opposite. Tears prick my eyes and my voice cracks as I tell him the address and that my house is on fire. Tell isn’t the right word; maybe scream or cry would be better to describe it. My mind is a whirlwind, my lungs fail me and so does any form of common sense. He’s asking me questions, asking if I’m safe and away from the fire.
He’s going to tell me to step back. To get far away and keep my distance until help comes.
His voice comes through clear from the other end and I’m right.
I’ve never been one to just step back. Even with my blurred vision, I can see the fire is raging. But what if whoever broke in is still in there? What if I could find this bastard?
The phone drops in a swift motion, landing at my feet. A door slams open to my right, Mr. Timms’s house, as I take a step into Grandma’s.
“There’s smoke from the back of your house!” Mr. Timms yells at me. I barely even hear him, although I recognize his ever-harsh tone. I sure as shit don’t respond as I push open the door, feeling the wave of heat surround me instantly. I have to cover my mouth and nose with the crook of my arm.
The vise around my heart tightens as I walk quickly to the living room on the left. My coughing is involuntary as I pull open the coffee table drawer and take out a gun. The metal shines with the flick of flames as I get closer to the kitchen.
There’s no chance whoever started this fire is still here. It’s a raging storm of heat and flames at the back of the house. There’s so much smoke; how long has it been going?
The sirens swarm from outside, but there’s so much damage. Too much.
I can’t even get to the bathroom, or the kitchen sink. My sobs are impossible to contain as I watch the destruction overwhelm this old house where I grew up.
A sound that resonates like the crack of a whip forces me to scream. Mr. Timms yells something from outside. He’s closer now, yelling at me or the fire trucks. He sounds frantic but all I can hear is the sound of my home being burned to the ground as I watch.
I hear a crack, a snap and then a loud bang as the fire seems to grow along the wall like a vine. The pictures slam to the floor, leaving the shattered glass to skitter across the hardwood. I scream, covering my mouth as I stare in disbelief. A younger version of myself seated in my father’s lap is slowly charred, lit aflame, and engulfed.
“The pictures,” I say as my hands shake and I make a move to gather the ones closest to me and farthest away from the kitchen. Slipping the gun in the waistband at the back of my jeans, I feel the cold metal graze against my skin. With both hands up in the air, the smoke violates my lungs.
The first cough makes me heave in air, but the air is thick with soot and I collapse to the floor. I’m light-headed, taking in quick short pants, but I can breathe at least.
“Laura!” Seth’s voice cuts through it all, like a bright light on the darkest of nights.
My neck cranes back to see him in the doorway. “Laura!” he screams louder as he runs into the house, his arm covering his face.
“Seth!” I scream as loud as I can and crawl to him, keeping my body low on the ground.
He breathes my name so softly when his eyes reach mine, I don’t know how I heard it. Maybe it was the ghost of a memory filling in that actuality.
His movements are effortless as his arm wraps around my waist. I can hear my plea for the pictures at the back of my throat. I even reach for them, but Seth is strong, and the moment is hopeless. I’m so light-headed more than anything. It makes me weak.
I don’t have a single picture of my father. I don’t have any pictures of my grandmother.
They’re all in this house.
The vision blurs in front of me as my skin feels cold and my head light. Outside is brighter than it’s been this late. Everyone’s porch light is on and everyone’s watching. When my ass hits the hood of Seth’s car, parked recklessly in Mr. Timms’s front yard, I see how large the flames have gotten, how the house is completely engulfed. Maybe whoever did it had just been here.
I could have saved it all, if only I’d been here earlier.
Seth’s hands are on me and he’s talking, he’s shaking me, but I can’t stop crying. I can’t stop this trembling.
I’ve never felt like it was all gone until this moment. It may have been empty, but it was still here. It held so much of me. Now what do I have?
My breathing is ragged as Seth pulls me into his hard chest. I feel him stroking my hair as I try to calm myself. Drying my eyes on his shirt, I watch as the hoses are pulled. I can smell the singe of burned wood as the flames rage against the downpour of water.
The firefighters are barking out orders nonstop. So much is going on that I can’t focus; people talking, people looking at me, crowds gathered to watch my childhood home burning to nothing.
“Shhh,” Seth soothes me. I close my eyes and listen to his heartbeat. I hear him shush me over everything else.
A paramedic is at our side too soon. I don’t want to go; I don’t want to leave, but Seth makes me.
I have to grab his wrist, holding it too tightly. “Someone broke in,” I tell him, feeling my dry lips crack as I do. I stare into his dark eyes. They widen, a sense of recognition taking over. Carefully slipping my gun to him, hiding it under his jacket, I tell him before the medic returns to take me away, “Someone did this on purpose. Someone burned it all down.” It’s only when I’m in the ambulance with an oxygen mask over my face that I remember the black sedan. One and seven. I want to text Seth, but I don’t have anything. Not my purse. Not my phone.
I refuse to forget. Someone might have seen whoever it was. Whoever it was may have taken everything from me. Whoever it was, is a dead man.





SETH
M y skin is ice cold but everything inside of me is on fire. A raging fire hotter and more violent than the one at my back. I can feel the heat, smell the burned wood, and it means nothing. The chaos has everyone’s full attention, but it means nothing to me.
Someone did this.
They tried to hurt her. They tried to send a message.
Mathews is the only one I can think of. But why go after Laura?
The heavy doors to the ambulance close one at a time and the sound of them shutting, removing her from my vision snaps my gaze to the EMT.
“You can’t ride with her, but she’ll be the top priority in the emergency room. We already called it in.”
You must be family. That’s what the guy said to me when they ripped her away.
There are only two things keeping me from chasing down the ambulance and staying on its tail as they take her to the hospital.
The first is that Charlie said she’s okay and that she’ll be all right. It’s just smoke inhalation they’re concerned about. More importantly, he said he’ll stay by her side until I’m there. I’ve known Charlie for years; he works with us on and off the clock. No one’s getting near her room and Roman is already on his way to the hospital.
The second is that Jackson is in plain view when the ambulance leaves.
Dressed in his finest blues, his badge is on clear display and it reflects the light from behind us. It’s waning as the water subdues the fire. I’ll deal with Jackson first, and then I’m not leaving her side.
“Mr. King,” he calls out and I huff in irritation. His footsteps are even and grow louder as he makes his way to me.
“Since when am I Mr. King to you?” I ask him when he stops in front of me, although my voice is lifeless, not hiding a damn thing I’m feeling.
The agony is something I didn’t expect. It fucking hurts. The anger is better. Seeing her on a gurney in the back of an ambulance tears me up inside.
“I did this to her,” I tell him, knowing exactly what I’m doing. I don’t have many friends outside of my crew, but I need Jackson. I need all the help I can get.
Surprise colors his expression before he responds. He clears his throat and glances to his left and then right. “It was arson,” he tells me as if I didn’t know. A fire this large, this fast, there had to be an accelerant. Even if Laura hadn’t told me, it doesn’t take a genius to know.
“I figured as much,” I tell him, looking coldly into his eyes at the thought of someone breaking into Laura’s house.
“There were explosives too, Seth.”
His lowered voice and this knowledge make my blood go cold. “They didn’t go off. Duds I guess, but if they had, it would have blown up most of the block.”
Leaning forward he asks, “You know who did it?”
I shake my head, trying to swallow the overwhelming feelings that make it hard to stand up right now as I say, “But I have suspects.”
He tried to kill her. He tried to kill Laura. I can barely breathe.
Jackson’s eyes read, I told you so, but he’s a friend not to say it out loud and grind the heel of his shoe deeper into the pain and regret.
“I can’t believe he’d go after a woman.” My woman. “Fucking coward,” I spit.
Breathing out, Jackson watches the fire behind me for a moment before telling me, “It’s a good thing you got in there and dragged her out.”
“Yeah,” I answer him in a breath and turn to watch the blaze, but I can’t do it. It almost took her away from me.
All I keep thinking as my muscles tighten to the point where I’m trembling is, Mathews is a dead man. All of his men are dead. Anything he’s ever touched, is dead.
Rage is an adulteress. She comes at my weakest times, like now. Seeing the fire play on the metal of the police car, I imagine what I’ll do to Mathews. It had to be him. He’ll die a slow death. The rat, Wright? He can die slow too. Everyone who had a part. They will all suffer.
“Was she here when it happened?” Jackson asks with a careful tone, like what he’s asking might make me snap. I shake my head no, remembering the little bits I’ve heard from Mr. Timms giving his statement as I held Laura.
“She came home and saw the fire, and ran in.”
Jackson blows out a grunt. “Of course she did.” His comment forces the faintest of laughs from me. She’s safe. She’ll be all right.
She’s safe. Just then I get a text from Roman. He’s at the hospital now and ensuring Laura gets a private room.
Good. Stay with her, I tell him but he already knows.
“What are you going to do?” Jackson’s question resonates with me. It’s what I’ve done that’s led to this.
“What do you think?” My answer is spoken darkly. He holds my gaze, taking it in with the seriousness it deserves. “If you have any insight to offer, now’s the time,” I prod when he doesn’t respond.
“If I did, I’d tell you. Are you sure it’s Mathews?” he asks me and a list of names runs through my mind, the many faces I’ve seen who hold nothing but contempt for me.
“No,” I answer truthfully.
Jackson seems to consider something, but he only says, “If I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know.”
“I appreciate it.”
He nods solemnly and stares past me. The night sky is darker than it was moments ago, and the streets are emptying out. Mr. Timms is seated on his porch, staring between the wreckage and me. My hard gaze doesn’t deter him. The old man knows how this life works.
He knows this happened to her because of me. Everyone knows that.
“She’s going to have to file a report,” Jackson tells me and I nod in agreement.
“I’ll tell her,” I say although he looks anything but reassured.
“Do you have a statement to give?”
“No. I have to get to the hospital. To make sure she’s okay,” I tell him when I hear the sound of tires coming up behind us a little too fast. Both of our hands reach for guns, both of us on edge. Derrick’s car screeches to a halt and Jackson and I both visibly relax when we see him get out and slam his door. It feels like war all over again, because that’s what this is. An act of war.
“You do that.” Jackson’s already walking off, heading over to the fire truck when I call after him, “Thanks.”
We may be on opposite sides of some things, but there’s a loyalty between us that hasn’t faded. Not yet. I imagine one day it will. All that will be left are the ashes of what used to be.
It seems like there’s a lot of that going around.
“Yo.” Derrick is at my side and out of breath before Jackson’s even across the street. It’s so dark now, I know he won’t be able to see how bad it is. Not until morning.
“Is she okay?”
“We have to go to the hospital,” I tell him and make my way to my car. My throat’s tight and my jaw clenched as we walk past the last few onlookers.
“We see her, get her home, and then we have business to attend to.” Feeling his eyes on me, I turn to look at him. A chill sweeps across my back, blowing the cold down my spine as I lower my voice. “We’re killing Wright tonight, but first we need information. We need to know what he’s been telling people and if this is Mathews’s doing.”
“Fuck.” Derrick’s response is accompanied by a mix between a groan and a snarl. With both hands running over his buzzed head he turns to look at Laura’s old house. I watch it sink in. The disbelief, the outrage and then the guilt.
He swallows hard and looks down at the asphalt before looking back at me.
“We get her safe and then we settle this.”
“Wright will be easy. If this is because of Mathews…” I trail off and shake my head, knowing that’s a fight I’ll need heavy backup for.
“We have Fletcher,” he reminds me as I open my car door. “And cash to buy men who don’t have a dog in this fight.”
Looking between him and the rest of the scattered crowd, I wonder how easy it’s going to be to get to Mathews. To get revenge and ensure it doesn’t happen again.
“I know we have men and the arms to do it,” I finally respond and meet his gaze. “I just want it for myself. I want to kill this prick myself.”





LAURA
Seventeen. I keep thinking about the number and checking every plate that drives by the Club as I sit here in the front corner booth. I swear the worn amber leather smells like smoke. Everything smells like smoke still. Even after I washed up and put on clothes that had been tucked in drawers at Seth’s house for a year now.
All I smell is smoke.
Another car rides by and it’s not black, it’s a dark red SUV, but I still check its plate. I’ve been doing this all day. I don’t need to find its owner though, not if what Derrick said in the hospital is true. Still, I watch, I check. I’m on guard and trapped here in this booth.
Seth doesn’t want me to leave the Club; I think he’s having Roman keep an eye on me.
I’ll be better when they find that car. I remember that feeling I had. Why didn’t I listen to it? Gut instincts happen for a reason. That air of danger was meant to warn me. I know it deep down. And yet, I couldn’t even remember more than two numbers. It’s okay though, if what Derrick said is right.
Cami’s voice jostles me from my thoughts about last night. “Hey, you good?”
“Yeah,” I answer her as quickly as I can. I have to clear my throat and take a drink of the Sprite she set down in front of me.
“Ugh,” I groan and nearly spit it out, not expecting the strong taste of vodka. With the back of my hand over my mouth, I barely keep it down.
“I thought you liked vodka?”
“You spiked it?”
“You need a drink,” she says, emphasizing the word need before sitting down next to me. The seat groans and I watch another car go by. It’s black this time, but another SUV and not a sedan. Still, my heart starts to race, pounding against my rib cage. I want them to find whoever it was so I can stop worrying that he’ll come back. That’s what it comes down to. I fucking hate this feeling that claws at me.
“I know you’re shaken up,” Cami says, trying to soothe me. She has no idea. I have no intention of telling her that it wasn’t an accident. She doesn’t need that worry in her life. But I wish I had my friend to confide in.
As she consoles me, telling me the insurance company will pay out and how she’s certain some things will be able to be recovered from the house, I wonder if this is what Seth feels like when I try to talk to him after a hard day. Her hand lands on my knee under the table and she looks at me with wide, innocent eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” she tells me like she means it. Like she knows for sure it will.
I’ve heard it so many times. It’s going to be okay. It never is.
“I hope so,” I answer her weakly.
She pats my knee, giving me a sweet smile.
“You know it will,” she says with a raised brow, and a look on her face that says, we’re choosing to be positive.
In this moment, I almost want to tell her the truth just so I can see that look fall.
I want to tell her how I told Seth about the black sedan and how Derrick knew right away who it belonged to, or at least he thinks he does. I want to tell her all this shit happened because of the men we love. Dumb for dick. It’s a saying Cami has when certain women come into this bar. We are dumb for dick.
That would take that smile right off Cami’s face and wake her up about who she’s dating.
All the snide thoughts ping-pong around my head and I know they’re only there because I bit my tongue when Seth leaned down to kiss me before he left. I didn’t have the words to give him last night. I felt it all bottled up, but nothing would come. This morning though, I’m full of plenty of words. They aren’t meant for Cami though.
“Right,” I tell her, forcing a smile to my face. “I know everything will be okay,” I lie to her.
She grabs the edge of the open textbook on the table, dragging it to face her so she can read it.
“I’m not sure you’re going to get much enjoyment from Physiological Integrity by—” I say as I grab the book so I can lift it up and peek at the spine of the textbook.
“I don’t even know how to pronounce the first word,” Cami says, cutting me off and then she laughs. It’s contagious so I end up laughing too, for the first time today. She glances at the papers in front of me.
“Applications,” I say, answering her unspoken question. “I got a really good score on that practice test I took so I’m applying. I’m really going to do it. I think I have a good shot at getting into a lot of good schools.”
“Oh.” Just like that, her happiness vanishes. “Where are you going?” she asks and her hands find her lap. She picks at her thumbnail—a nervous habit she’s had for as long as I’ve known her.
“Not far,” I reassure her.
“Right,” she says and nods her head with her eyes closed and that simper reappears. “Seth wouldn’t want you to go very far.” With her worries eased, I add another to mine.
The school I want to attend, one I thought I’d never be able to get into, is across the country. Maybe I could just leave for a little while. The voice in my head is small and hesitant. Just a little while, just to get some distance.
“Hey.” Cami’s voice brings me back to the moment. “It’s going to be all right,” she says, encouraging me.
“I know,” I answer her and snag my pen as if I’m going to fill out these applications. I’ve been staring at them all day and I can’t bring myself to do it. I lie to her again, but it feels easier this time because I picture Seth telling me the same, like he has so many times, “It’ll be all right.”
   
I’VE NEVER THOUGHT of myself as strong. Never.
I grew up surrounded by men with guns. Men who made threats and made jokes about women who looked like me. Jokes about how easy women were. My father would tell me that all men were pigs but him.
He was a pig too, though.
I suppose it didn’t bother me that I wasn’t a strong woman until tonight. Until I’m here sitting cross-legged on the floor of Seth’s living room, sunk into the deep blue rug I picked out for him, staring at cardboard boxes filled with my few remaining possessions that weren’t destroyed by the fire or the water damage.
“We can get the smell out,” Seth tells me from the kitchen. I listen to him open the fridge and get a beer. It’s followed by the sound of a drink being poured and I figure that one’s for me.
The words I’ve been thinking all day are stuck somewhere deep down my throat. Like I’ve swallowed them, even though inside I’m begging for them to come up. He needs to hear exactly what I’m thinking.
He needs to know.
I have to stare at the large black imprint on the cardboard box to say it. It comes out all wonky, like it’s scratched its way up. “I want you to get out of the business.”
“What?” I hear him reply from the kitchen and close my eyes. I feel lighter already having gotten that off my chest. Even if I know exactly how he’ll respond.
“You need to get out.” My voice is louder this time, stronger, and for a moment I question if I was really so weak. Until I see him.
Seth makes me weak.
“Get out?” he questions but it doesn’t sound like it. His expression is emotionless at best, and disapproval riddles his gaze.
He hands me the drink he made. Smells like Sprite, and I imagine there’s vodka swirling in it alongside the ice cubes. He knows it’s my favorite, which makes this conversation hurt all the more.
I can’t say it again, not while he’s looking at me like that. It feels like my chest is hollowed out. Like my own damn heart abandoned me. My throat’s dry when I try to explain, but still nothing comes. Yeah, I was never a strong woman.
“You want me to get out of the life,” he says, repeating my words back to me with no emotion behind them and then stares straight ahead, still standing while I’m seated. His gaze is on the blank TV screen that’s hanging on the wall when he takes a drink of his beer. “It’s not like that, Babygirl.”
“Then what is it like?” I ask him, listening to the ice clink against the glass and taking a heavy gulp and then another. There isn’t enough alcohol on the West Coast to save me from this moment.
Seth’s quiet and so I lift my gaze to his. “Because I don’t like the way it feels anymore. I don’t think—”
“You knew,” he says, cutting me off, and his tone is accusatory. It’s what he always goes to. I knew he was in the life when I started seeing him. I did. I admit that. Times were different then. It was kill or be killed. There was no in-between. I fell in love; how could I not? I’m not the strong one. I was never the strong one.
The bottom of his beer clinks down hard on the coffee table. The cords in his neck tighten as he swallows and looks down at me. He opens his mouth, but he doesn’t have any more words for me.
It hurts so fucking much. “I love you,” are the only words I can whisper. That’s what it always comes down to for me.
And so it’s a stalemate, but I can’t face a stalemate anymore. I’ll take the hit. I’m terrified, but I’m trying to be strong.
Dropping down to his knees, he cups my jaw in his hand. I don’t even realize my bottom lip is trembling until his thumb is there, running over it, caressing me and gentling the pain that keeps me from looking into his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper and he whispers back, “Don’t be. There’s nothing to be sorry about.”
He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand and I can’t say it.
It’s this life or me.
I can’t say it because it’s wrong. I can’t. I can’t do it.
The first kiss is gentle, caressing. I’m eager for it, but when he deepens it, I pull back, covering my hunger for him with my hand over my mouth. Bracing myself on my left hand, I lean backward and dare to meet his gaze.
A raw desire, coupled with a primitive agony, stares back at me. I swear I must have known this man in another life. He was made for me and I for him, but I don’t want this life.
“I can’t live like this.” I don’t know how I manage to speak, each word dangling there between us like easily broken threads. “I want you to get out of it,” I repeat. “I need you to.”
Seth takes a moment, watching me, considering my words before standing up and turning his back to me.
He’s silent as he heads to the kitchen and I continue watching him from where I am. I watch him finish the beer and then grab his keys from the blue bowl.
“Don’t go,” I say. The next words rush out of me. “I need you.” How selfish I feel in this moment is almost unbearable. Especially when he turns to look at me again.
He raises the hand holding the keys in the air, to point at me. “And I need you,” he says like it’s a confession that will bury him.
“Don’t leave, Seth. Please, we can talk this out.”
A smile akin to a sick joke graces his face but it quickly disappears. “There isn’t much talking that can change our situation, Babygirl.”
Hopelessness is all I can hear in his tone. He can’t be the hopeless one. I cover my face with both hands, feeling an onslaught of emotions. Tears prick but I don’t let them come.
Be strong, Babygirl. I hear Seth’s voice in my head. Even at my lowest moments, the memory of him is there. It will kill me to lose him. It will kill me to stay.
My shoulders are shaking as I rock myself. I’ve never felt like this. This misery that feels so much worse than mourning. It’s worse because I have control over it. I can make it stop. I can just say the right words. I can pretend it’s okay. I can stay here with him and pretend I don’t feel this ominous sense of dread. That I’m not constantly scared for not just me but him too.
The keys slam down on the counter and within a split second, Seth’s strong chest is pressed to my back. His arms are around me. He rocks me until I’ve stopped. It’s easy to calm down when he’s here. His smell, his voice. The way he loves me even if he doesn’t say it.
I have nothing without him. I have absolutely nothing. I cling to him.
“It’s okay,” he tells me and even with all the misery I want to believe him.
“I have nothing left,” I finally speak.
“I need you to leave because I’m terrified,” I confess to him. “Bad things happen here. I don’t have control over any of it.” My words make him pull back, breaking his hold on me.
He doesn’t say anything for a long time. I grab the cocktail he made me and practically chug it. It does nothing. There is no relief from this whatsoever.
“You need time—”
“No,” I say, shaking my head and cutting him off before he’s finished.
“You need time for me to show you it’s okay. You need time because it’s been a rough few years.”
“It can get rougher,” I speak without thinking. It’s the truth though, and the look in his eyes tells me he knows. He’s all too aware. I rest my cheek on the sofa, thinking maybe I’ve been like Cami all the time we’ve been together, and I’ve just now crossed to the other side.
I’m not strong enough for this side of things. I wish I were, but I’m nothing compared to him. He should know that. It’s easy to see.
“Hey, come here,” he says and his voice is gentle. He’s always soft with me. This strong man with rough edges and a past that would frighten most… his tone caresses me. I can’t help it. I’m drawn to him like a moth to a flame.
I crawl over to him, settling down in his lap. He’s so tall and his shoulders are so much wider than me that it feels perfect here. He’s warm, and when I lay my cheek against his shoulder, peeking up at him and wondering why he picked me, he kisses me. Stopping my questioning, stopping the pain. It’s all replaced by an immediate spike of heat. An immediate desire.
Does he feel it too? How it soothes every inch of me. How that lust turns to wildfire in my blood and nothing stands a chance in its path. With his fingers at my chin, he keeps me still while he breaks the kiss. When I open my eyes, feeling the forgotten beads of moisture in my lashes, he’s there, staring at me. His light blue eyes shine with devotion. It’s real. I know it’s real.
His cadence is rough when he says, “Let me make you feel better.”
“We have to talk about this,” I tell him as if it’s a demand, but I’m begging him. “I lost everything.”
“I’m sorry,” he says, rushing the words out. “I will make it up to you, but you can’t leave and neither can I.” The resolution in his tone forces me to bury my face in the crook of his neck. I know I won’t be okay either way.
His whisper, his touch, and the air around us are all I have to stay whole. “Let me make you feel better.”





SETH
What about the chair in the living room? I text Derrick and wait. All I can hear is the sound my foot was making earlier. The tapping on the leg of the steel chair as I stared at Wright’s body.
Four hours of digging for information with Connor’s blade, and he swore he didn’t tell Mathews. He screamed it, he begged for us to believe him. But I didn’t. Hours later, at home in the kitchen, my foot’s motionless but the anxiousness is still there.
The black sedan doesn’t belong to one of Mathews’s men, it belongs to one of Fletcher’s.
I don’t want to believe it. More than that, I still don’t believe Wright, not even his dying words.
I don’t know. It’s in rough shape.  It takes me a moment to remember what Derrick’s talking about. Right, the wreckage from the fire.
Try to save it, I text back and inhale as deeply as I can. I can’t even salvage a fucking chair, let alone this fucked-up situation.
If Wright didn’t tell Mathews, and it was Fletcher…
Are you ready?
Ready to find out if Fletcher double-crossed me. Yeah, I message him, I’m ready.
How is she? he messages before I’ve even set my phone down. The whole crew knows; they all know someone wanted Laura dead.
We assumed it was Mathews, but thinking it might be Fletcher… fuck, that means we have no one to back us up. Leroy won’t go after Fletcher. We can’t trust Mathews.
Derrick’s the only one who knows we’re not okay. I lean forward on the counter, my forearm brushing the beer, which is now warm and still full. I can’t move from this spot. I can’t do it.
She was trying to leave me last night. She’s never done that before.
I could see it in her eyes that I’m losing her, so I lie to him, I can keep her; she’s just going through shit right now.
To my right, I picture her there, sitting on the rug and looking up at me with goodbye in her eyes and I lose it. Tears pricking at the back of my eyes, I slam my fist down on the counter.
She loves you.
Derrick’s message means so little. She does love me, and I thought I could keep her forever because of it. But love isn’t that easy. It’s not that strong either.
I lay with her in bed until she fell asleep, and then I took out all that pain and rage on Wright. He didn’t feel enough of it though. Even with his dying breath, he didn’t feel loss like I was feeling.
Maybe Fletcher’s henchman will feel it. Luke Hartley. The owner of the black Audi with license plate number 175632. The fucker who took off. Something tells me I’m not going to believe him either. It’ll be more than four hours though. It’s going to take more than four hours to make him feel this pain that’s inside of me right now.
Leroy’s guy said 220.
Derrick’s text forces me to move to the bedroom. Every step is careful and quiet and I don’t look to my right as I pass the living room. I swear the ghost of last night is there, watching me.
Two hundred and twenty thousand for him to send up four men in case we need them to go after Fletcher. The code to the safe is our anniversary date. It’s three days and one year after the shit at Hammers went down. It took me that long to get her to love me enough to give in.
I only get the first two numbers punched in before I rest my forehead on the safe, feeling the cool metal against my hot skin.
Derrick texts something else, probably asking if he should tell Leroy’s guy it’s a go or not. I have to enter in the rest of the code and check the tally inside. There’s a pad of paper I use to track it all.
It’ll be close and it’ll slow down business, but we can manage.
I text him confirming it’s a go, and that I’m on my way before slamming the safe door shut and getting out of this house as fast as I can.
When I start the car, I sit there for a moment, staring at the damn house I had built in the middle of nowhere to protect us. She would have been safe here. If she’d listened to me. I need to remember to tell her that. I can convince her.
If she’d listened and moved in with me by now, she’d have been safe. I should have made her move in. I should have told her she needed to let go sooner.
Fuck, it’s my fault. It’s all my fault.
A series of pings comes through on my phone, and I have to calm myself down, shaking off this regret, this feeling like I’m losing her to read what Derrick’s telling me.
They’ve got Luke, but more importantly, Fletcher’s warehouse was broken into, their stash stolen.
Mathews? I question him. Mathews went after Fletcher? Mathews thinks Fletcher is the one who screwed him over.
Derrick’s reply back sends a chill down my spine.
I don’t know, but Fletcher thinks it was us.





LAURA
Dr. June’s been off during the procedures. I’ve been here for at least two hours, subjected to stress tests and being poked and prodded.
No black dress and heels today for the doctor. She’s wearing the sneakers I’d wear as a nurse, which I find ironic.
“Everything okay?” I ask her as she looks at my chart. She entered the room at least a minute ago and didn’t even say anything to me. She’s just looking at the results of all the tests.
“Fine,” she says then gives me a tight smile and returns to the clipboard.
I don’t really feel fine. There’s nothing that’s fine. The way she’s been makes me think something is very, very wrong.
In most cases, medication is all that’s required to manage arrhythmia. But then there are the more severe cases.
I channel my inner Cami, wishing she were here. We’re going to be positive, I tell myself. Dr. June just got dumped is all. Yeah, that makes me feel better. When did I get this bitter?
“You didn’t bring anyone?”
I stare back at Dr. June when she sighs heavily and lowers the clipboard to the metal cart to her right.
“Forgot to ask,” I lie to her. She doesn’t need to know that Cami stood me up. That little tidbit makes me feel a little more lonely. I’ve realized I don’t like being lonely.
“I’m going to prescribe you a medication,” Dr. June tells me before pulling out a pad of paper from the back of the clipboard. I watch as she scribbles out a prescription. “You can have it filled at any pharmacy. Make sure you take it daily,” she drones on, like she’s reading from a script.
I interrupt her telling me about possible side effects to ask, “So everything’s fine?”
“Well, you have an irregular heartbeat, but it’s treatable with a calcium blocker. Your heart itself is in good condition, which is a great sign. The arrhythmia is virtually harmless, but this medicine will do the trick to keep it beating normally.”
“Medicine to keep your heart beating normally,” I echo and I can’t help it when my eyes water.
“Yeah.” The doctor finally shows some emotion as she says, “We should all have access to it, shouldn’t we?” Her sad joke mirrors the look of despair I’ve been feeling from her for the past two hours.
“That’s a joke.” She quickly corrects herself and gathers the clipboard as she stands. As if I didn’t get it.
“I know,” I tell her solemnly. I’m such a weirdo, I want to stand up and hug this woman. A woman I know nothing about. A woman I’ve been inwardly bitter toward. Am I really that lonely?
“This is for you.” Handing me the script, she tells me how I can exit the office once I’ve changed out of my patient gown. She’s back to her robotic self with a fake smile as her parting gift.
I accept it and tell her I hope she has a great day. Everyone says that, but I do mean it. I hope she can at least feel that I mean it.
When she’s gone, I sit back on the crinkled paper and stare at the prescription before getting dressed. Pills to keep my heart going. I’m going to really need these.
Checking my phone, I see Cami hasn’t answered. It’s so not like her. She told me she’d come. Regardless, I let her know that I’m all right. I haven’t told her about last night yet. Maybe she already knows, maybe Seth told Derrick and Derrick told her.
My face crumples as I lean forward, as does the fucking paper under my ass. It mocks me, and oddly enough, I’m fine with it.
I deserve to be mocked. How did I really think this was going to end?
I text Cami again, telling her I really need her and that I have to tell her something. All the while I get dressed, I watch my phone, waiting for the buzz or for it light up. Anything.
But I get nothing.
Even as I’m driving, I expect her to say something. I convince myself her phone is broken and when I do that, I feel slightly better. Nothing compared to the relief I feel when I see her car in Seth’s driveway.
Oh thank God, I think and breathe out in relief. She’s been waiting for me to get back. I knew it, I knew her phone was just broken or something.
I haven’t parked a car this fast in a long damn time. Gathering my purse, I climb out and prepare to tell her everything. She needs wine for this and I need vodka.
Maybe we should go out first and get enough booze to last us through this.
Even as I’m coming up to the door, I think I already know what she’s going to tell me and it calms the deepest part of me.
You love him. I can hear her voice over the sound of the keys. She locked the door. Of course she did, she’s in there all alone. I have to fiddle with the lock to get the door open, and through the clang of metal, I hear her tell me that I love him and that love will find a way.
She’s told me before. So long as you choose love, it will all work out.
Breathing out at the door, rocking the key out of the lock, I let her unspoken words sink in. She’s right. I just need her to remind me. And I need Seth because I love him.
It will all be okay.
I center myself for the first time since the fire two nights ago. I have to laugh a little as I push open the door and speak loud enough for her to hear me in the living room. “I didn’t even need the pep talk; you’ve given me so many, I can hear your voice in my head.”
My smile fades when I don’t see her in the living room. She’s not in her usual spot. We each have a spot.
I turn on the light in the hallway, and even though the light’s off in the bathroom, I still check for her there. “Cami?” I call out, and she doesn’t answer.
That gut feeling, that instinct of danger I felt two nights ago? It’s back. It’s chilling. “Cami?” I call out louder as I head for my bedroom door.
Why would she be in there? Maybe she had to sleep. She’s only sleeping, I lie to myself. I know it’s a lie. I’m so aware of it before I hear the creak of the bedroom door opening.
Sobs hit me hard and fast as I fall to the floor on my knees.
“Cami,” I whisper her name and reach toward her. “No, Cami.”
She’s so cold. She’s so cold.

Years ago

EVERYONE in this cafeteria is somehow both staring at me and not looking at me at all. Everyone except Seth and his friends. They’re two tables over, sitting at the one closest to the doors, and when I look up they don’t mind that my eyes catch theirs every once in a while, but everyone else immediately looks away.
They all know what happened two weeks ago and what happened this past weekend. Shit, the bruise on my cheek is still there although it’s an ugly green and I can’t stop crying every ten minutes. Just as I’m reaching up to touch the bruise, as if I’ll be able to tell if the makeup is still covering it or not, Cami sits next to me.
Our table is empty except for the two of us, so when her tray hits the table and she climbs into the cheap benches our high school bought, the whole thing jostles.
I imagine I’m looking at her just like everyone else is looking at me. Slack-jawed. None of my so-called friends sit by me anymore. She did though.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here after the accident,” she tells me as she cracks open a soda. “Are you doing okay?”
I’m still staring at her when she turns in her seat, tucking her right foot under her and then squares her shoulders. “I feel like a shit friend; I just found out on the way down here.”
I don’t say anything. She’s talking about my dad and the accident. I don’t want to cry. Not when everyone has such a good view of the spectacle I am.
“You want to get out of here? You want to yell? You want to cry?”
“No,” I finally answer her and stare down at my tray. There’s only an apple and a cold slice of pizza. I don’t want to eat. Everything has changed and nothing’s all right.
“What can I do?” Cami asks me and it’s the first time anyone’s asked me that. Seth tells me what to do, he has for over two weeks now and I appreciate it some moments, but I need time to myself, time to process.
Other than him and his crew, no one else asks me anything. They don’t talk to me. It’s like they’re suddenly afraid of me.
Cami reaches her arms around me. It takes me a moment to realize she’s hugging me. That’s the moment I realize how big her boobs are and the thought actually makes me laugh a little on the inside.
“What the hell is wrong with me?”
I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until Cami shakes her head, her long blonde hair swishing around her shoulders. “Not a damn thing,” she tells me and spears her fork through a grape. She eats them all like that, with a fork.
It’s quiet for a moment, but Cami keeps trying to make small talk, keeps hinting at asking whether I need something or if I’m all right. She asks me if she should just shut up and I tell her no.
“Whatever you do, please don’t stop talking. I need to talk about something.”
“Anything?” she asks and her gaze drifts to the crew of guys we were both once afraid of.
“Almost anything,” I correct her and a hint of a smile graces her lips. Again, this sad laugh comes over me, but this time the sound is heard.
“You’re going to be okay,” she tells me. “I love you.”
It’s the first time she’s told me that. Everything about her makes me think I’ve found my friend soul mate.
“I’m happy you’re here,” I tell her with sincerity and then smile and say “I love you” back.
I have a moment to sniffle and get a grip while she takes a large bite of her pizza.
“You ever wish you could just pick up and leave?” I ask her. It’s all I’ve been thinking about for the last three days. I can’t though. Grandma needs me now more than ever.
Cami eyes one of Seth’s friends, I think his name is Derrick. Then she licks a bit of sauce from her lip and tells me yeah, she has. “Everyone wishes they could leave and start over sometimes.”
There’s so much comfort in what she says. “Where would you go?” she asks and then takes a bite. She covers her mouth, still chewing when she tells me enthusiastically, “I know where I’d go.”
“Where?” I question her and she finishes her bite and washes it down with her drink before telling me with the widest smile, “I’d love to go to Paris.”
“The city of love,” I breathe out and pick up my apple. As I’m taking a bite, she tells me how her uncle went and brought back a pop-up picture book for her when she was a kid. “It’s my favorite; I still have it. Paris Up, Up and Away.”
“When you go—”
“I’m taking you with me,” she declares, cutting me off then continues eating, like I should have known better. I should have known we’d go together.
“I’d love to go to Paris,” I tell her weakly before the tears fall again and this time I don’t know why. I was doing so good.
Cami holds me tight and when she sees someone staring, she tells them to fuck off.

WE NEVER WENT TO PARIS. She has to go to Paris.
“Cami, you have to wake up. Cami, wake up.”





SETH
“The car was parked out front,” Derrick explains as I drag the metal chair across the concrete floor. The basement of Club Allure has seen more blood in the last two nights than I ever intended. We make do with what we have though.
“It was him. He’s saying something different though,” Connor informs me as I sit across from Mr. Hartley.
I let my head loll to the right as I take in the knots at his wrist. “He’s been fighting it, looks like.” The coarse rope has left dark pink marks around his wrist. There’s a hint of blood on the loose threads too.
“Had to tie his chest to the chair too. Wrists and ankles weren’t doing it,” Connor tells me, his gaze steady on our unwelcome guest. The rope is wrapped twice across his chest. “He kept falling over.”
“Is that what caused the gash on his head? Or did you two start the party without me?”
Roman’s out front, keeping an eye out. The four of us, Derrick, Connor, this Luke fuck, and myself, are the only people within four miles of Linel Centers.
“Seth,” Derrick says then scoots his chair forward and I glance at him but I have to do a double take. The way his forehead is creased, his lips pressed in a firm line and his eyes reflecting doubt… I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.
Connor steps forward, ripping the rag out of Luke’s mouth. Luke’s body heaves forward as he sucks in air in between coughs.
I share a look with Derrick then one with Connor, both of them chilling me to the bone. Derrick nods his head at the man in the chair, whose gaze is focused on the floor. “Listen,” he mouths to me. My muscles ache to let out the rage. It takes everything I have just to stay in my seat.
“You’ll never get away with it,” Luke says, threatening us the moment he’s able to speak. His cadence is rough and from the split lip and gash in his head, I can guarantee he’s hurting.
“The threats always come first,” I tell Luke, speaking lowly, but I sit back in my chair, listening to the ranting man.
I crack my knuckles one by one, waiting.
Luke’s head raises slowly and his brown eyes find mine, the hate firmly in place. “First the warehouse, then me? Fletcher will never let you get away with it.”
“We didn’t hit the warehouse.”
“I didn’t hurt Laura,” Luke spits out immediately after my admission. He said her name. I can’t sit here and listen to this man say her name and get away with it. The steel chair I’m sitting on is practically nothing, flying backward as I lunge forward. The skin on my knuckles stretches tight and nearly splits as I land a blow on Luke’s jaw, screaming at him, “You don’t get to say her name.”
His chair falls backward, the steel clanging against the cement as I tower over him, heaving in air.
Connor’s behind me in a split second, his hands on my biceps, pulling me back. He doesn’t have to pull hard; I wasn’t going to beat the shit out of him.
“He can’t say her name,” I explain to Connor, who looks up at me bewildered. It takes a hard look from me before he corrects himself.
Groaning on the ground, Luke spits up blood, and then looks me in the eyes as he says, “I would never go after a woman. Fletcher...” He has to pause and spit and when he does, I can already see the bruise forming from his lower jaw up to his high cheekbone. “Fletcher wouldn’t go after the women. He’d never do that, and you fucking know it.”
He’s out of breath by the time he adds bastards to the end of his statement. Derrick eyes me all the while he hauls Luke and his chair back upright to a sitting position.
I lower myself in front of Luke, crouching so he’s at eye level. “Then why was your car there?”
I expect him to deny it. To call my girl a liar, which will earn him a matching bruise on the other side of his pretty boy face. He doesn’t though.
“It was stolen,” he tells me. For a moment, doubt sets in. Everything that was hot, turns cold. I don’t let a damn thing show on my expression though.
“When we found him, he was in the car,” Derrick tells me quickly.
“Fletcher would kill me if I fucked with you. He said we needed you and then this shit happened.”
Grabbing the back of his chair, I pull Luke closer to me, listening to the metal scrape against the floor as I do. My face is inches from his when I ask him, “Who stole your car?”
A faint smile wobbles on his lips and the bastard starts to cry. “You won’t believe me.”
“Who stole your car?” I scream the question in his face, feeling the rage tear its way up my throat.
Luke lets out a sick laugh and looks away to tell me, “I don’t know.”
Cursing, I step back, shoving Luke’s chair when I do although he doesn’t topple over. I believe him. And that’s a big fucking problem.
Doubt and insecurity crawl their way up my spine.
“You better think of something,” Connor tells the henchman. “I don’t think my boss is too happy about the current situation.”
“I thought it was a stupid fucking kid who’d figured out it was mine and got wise.”
“Care to elaborate?” Derrick asks. I keep my back to Luke all the while, listening, trying to piece everything together.
“Someone stole it while I was collecting dues. I was pissed.”
“You file a police report?” Connor asks with a smirk on his face. He’s fucking with him. Men like us don’t call the cops. Luke sneers at him.
“Boss,” Derrick interrupts me when my phone starts vibrating against the metal. It’s still sitting on the steel chair. Turning from where I stand, I wait for him to tell me who it is. “Fletcher.”
I shake my head no, and Derrick drops the phone. The vibrations get louder.
“How did you get it back?” I question Luke.
“I didn’t. Whoever it was, parked it on Fifth and Rodney. I figured they learned it was my car and what I’d do to them. They didn’t touch it. Not a scratch.”
Luke’s expression looks hopeful although his eyes are a well of despair.
“Call him back, put him on speaker.” I give the command to Derrick. “If you want to live, you’ll be quiet until I tell you to speak.”
“Do you believe me? You have to believe me.”
“I don’t trust anyone anymore,” I answer him. That bit of hope he has falls. I see it, I recognize it. “I mean what I say. Don’t speak until I call for you.”
“Don’t have to call his boss,” Derrick says. The second he lifts the phone, it’s vibrating again. I watch him tap the screen and then nod.
“Fletcher.” I answer the call on speaker and Fletcher’s voice is quiet on the other end, but it still fills the large empty room.
“King.” It’s quiet as I listen to my heart pound. “It seems there are some misunderstandings.”
“Is that what we’re calling it?” I ask Fletcher and I can hear him huff into his phone. Short and humorless.
“I don’t believe it was you,” Fletcher tells me and my gaze lifts to Derrick’s. I can see Luke in my periphery, looking between the three of us. He’s tense, and I’m sure he’s aware that his life depends on this call.
“We took your man,” I say, speaking clearly. I need him to know, to show him my cards.
“Because you believed it was me,” he surmises.
“I believed it was him,” I answer honestly.
“Because she told you—”
“She stays out of it,” I say, cutting him off. For the first time, anger slips into the conversation and I stare at Luke, who’s eager to scream out, but he’s silent. “She stays out of it,” I repeat. Calmer, with more control.
The air is tense and hot. It suffocates me.
“She stays out of it,” Fletcher agrees. “Someone is playing us, King, and I don’t like it. I don’t care for the fact that you played into their hand.”
“It has to be Mathews,” I speak and close my eyes, trusting my gut. Gut instincts get you everywhere in this life.
“He stole my stash the way you stole his. He stole my right-hand man’s car to set me up. He played us, pitting us against one another.
“He’s done it before,” Fletcher continues. “It’s how he’s able to grow as fast as he does. Everyone who doesn’t deal with him finds themselves at war with someone else.”
He’s waiting on a response from me, but all I can think is how much I’ve fucked up. How bad this shit has gotten. Everything is fucked.
“Did you kill him?” Fletcher asks when I don’t say a damn word. I tilt my head toward Luke, giving him the permission he’s been dying for.
“I’m here, Boss,” Luke tells him. His eyes dart between all of us as if he expects us to kill him as he’s speaking to Fletcher. I stand still, not knowing what will happen next.
It’s a cardinal sin to break trust in this way of life. It’s paper thin to begin with and I shot a cannon through it.
“What would you have done?” I ask, knowing where I stand. He thought it was us. His first instinct when his warehouse was robbed, was that it was us. I’m not the only one who made that judgment, but I’m the one who acted first.
All I can hear is the heavy breathing to my left from Luke, whose wild eyes tell me he thinks he’s done for. Fletcher takes his time answering.
“I can’t answer that,” he finally speaks and his answer pisses me off.
Stepping closer to the phone, and feeling the anger write itself on my face, I question him, “And why is that?”
Derrick watches me closely. I can feel his eyes boring into me, but he doesn’t say a damn word.
“Because I don’t love anyone,” he answers. “I have no wife; I have no kids. You love Laura.”
I can hear Derrick swallow, and then his hand is on my shoulder. We fucked up. We never should have touched Luke.
“I can make you a promise right now that before I question your men, if that time were to ever arise, I’ll speak to you first.”
“That’s all I can do.”
“It would be wise to let her go. You’re good at what you do, but not when it comes to her.”
“Untie him,” I tell Connor in a murmur and instead of engaging Fletcher and his romantic advice, I move the conversation to what matters. “Mathews needs to pay for this.”
“We need more men,” he says and Fletcher’s voice is easier now, closer to the way it was just the other night.
“We have them; I have the money. I’ve got the cash to give to the crews down south.”
“I want to be clear that I am loyal to you, King. But if you do something this stupid again, I will kill you.”
“I hear your threat loud and clear.” I did what I had to do. I did what any man would have done. If he tries to kill me, I’ll happily kill him first. There is no love lost between Fletcher and me. I will use him, and he will use me. That’s all this is. We trust that the other is needed, and when that need no longer exists, one of us will kill the other. I can already see it playing out before my eyes.
“It’s a promise, not a threat.”
“Boss,” Luke speaks up as the rage rings in my blood. “His address.” Luke pushes out the words as if they’ll stop a bomb from going off.
“Fuck,” Fletcher hisses into the phone. “Mathews had his car.”
My stomach churns and I don’t know why.
“And?” I question.
“I had to check you out. You can’t be pissed.” His preface to this confession sits uneasily in the pit of my gut. “We’re still cool and that’s how we’re going to stay,” he states firmly.
“What did you do?” I ask and the contempt is clear in my voice.
“If someone from Mathews’s crew was in my car, he could have your home address.”
The room tilts and spins. “Laura,” I breathe.
I end the call instantly, texting her not to go home, but she’s already messaged me. She said I have to come home. That was an hour ago.





LAURA
It was supposed to be me. It should have been me.
The thoughts don’t stop as I rock on the floor, staring at Cami. With a trembling bottom lip, I try to say her name again, but my throat is raw.
At first I thought I should run, in case whoever had been here was waiting for me. I can’t leave Cami though. I can’t leave her. Not like this.
I want to touch her, but instead I shove my hands into my lap. Her skin is already cold. She’s been dead for hours now. I bet she came to drive me. She liked to do that, surprise me with coffee that’s probably sitting in her car this very second.
She came to be a friend, and it got her killed. I got her killed. I’ll never be able to forgive myself.
The carpet is harsh on my legs as I crawl backward, trying to keep myself from returning to her side. Every few minutes I think it’s not real. She’s not actually dead. I’m wrong, I’m seeing things, this is all a bad joke.
And then I touch her, I cry out her name. I shook her once and the clots on her throat gave way, letting a small trickle run down to her shoulders and onto my hand.
Her blood. Cami’s blood.
She’s really dead.
My hands are shaking. Even when I grip them together as tight as I can, feeling the blood rushing inside of them, they don’t stop shaking.
I should have been the one who was here. It should be me who was tied up. The gouges around her wrists are so deep. Like they used wire to do it.
I can’t stop staring at her. Every inch of her. Every bit of evidence showing what they did to her.
And I know damn well it was supposed to be me.
The taste of salt from my tears is overwhelming, as is the heat on my face. Everything is hot and I can barely breathe; I’m suffocating, waiting in the bedroom for Seth to answer me.
My eyes flick from the black screen back to Cami as I turn it on and wait, but there’s no response.
Heaving in a breath, I have to use the cold wall to stand upright, but my legs are too shaky. That’s when the tears start again. Heavy, hard sobs.
She’s dead.
This life costs more than I’m willing to give.
My inhale is shaky until I hear a bump outside. I freeze, even with dizzy vision, I go stone-still. I’ve been here long enough for whoever did this to her to come get me if they wanted. Maybe they wanted to see my heart shatter before they killed me too.
Silence, followed by more silence. It was something crashing against the house. I know I heard it.
Thump. Again I hear the sound and this time it’s accompanied by the muted howl of the night wind. It’s just the trash can hitting the back of the house.
It’s just the trash can hitting the back of the house. I tell myself again, hoping it will calm me down but it doesn’t. The wind screams and the plastic can bangs against the back of the house again.
With my eyes closed, I breathe in and out. It’s okay. I’m okay.
“Please answer me, Seth.” I whisper the words, only to open my eyes and see no response and Cami’s dead body on the floor.
Her skin is so pale.
It takes everything in me to lean down. Even as bile rises in the back of my throat, I carry through with it, hot tears streaming down my cheeks. It’s easier to close her eyes than I thought it would be. Her thick lashes feel wet beneath my fingers and I don’t know if it’s from my clammy hands or tears that had gathered there.
I don’t say goodbye to her, but I know it’s the last time I’ll see her when I lift my hand and her eyes are closed.
My steps are hurried and loud as I make my way to the bathroom, turning the faucet up as hot as it’ll go and viciously rubbing my hands clean.
It’s too loud. The water is so loud I can’t hear anything that could be going on around me, so I’m quick to shut it off even though I don’t feel clean enough.
My back hits the bathroom wall as I stand there, staring at myself in the mirror. Disheveled hair, wild eyes, and hot pink cheeks. It’s obvious I’ve been crying. It’s obvious I’m lost.
It’s obvious I can’t stay here.
I have nowhere else to go, though. Nowhere around here is safe. I’m not safe. Jackson was right. I have to save myself.
Time slows as the next thoughts come to me. The clicks of the ever-present clock seeming to tick longer with pauses between each one, punctuating each moment of clarity.
The money is in the safe. A safe that couldn’t be opened by Cami because she didn’t know the code. That’s why they tied her up. They wanted the code; they wanted the money.
Tick.
The money they killed her trying to get.
Tock.
The money meant for a better life according to Seth, and it cost my best friend her last breath.
Tick.
Money Seth will use for guns, drugs, gambling.
Tock.
Money I need to get the hell out of here.
Tick.
It’s over just like that.
Maybe five seconds have passed. But it feels like an eternity. It feels like the weight of the world. It feels like the end.
I’m still shaking when I hear the rapid beeps as I enter the code into the keypad. The click of the lock unlatching and the ease with which the heavy metal door opens only brings a new pain.
If only I had told Cami the code.
If I could go back in time and tell it to her, let it slide that the code was our anniversary date, I would have even though she never would have asked. Maybe she would have been in less pain. Maybe it would have been faster if she could have just told them the code.
With cloudy vision, I try to shut down the visuals of what happened to her hours ago.
I don’t know how much money is here. I’ve never asked and I don’t count now.
There are stacks and stacks of cash neatly arranged into bundles that are easy to grab by the fistful. I have to back away for a moment, questioning myself but the question is gone as quickly as it came.
I can’t wait for next time.
I can’t keep going like this.
There’s a backpack, one I’d planned to take to nursing school if I ever got into one, in the far corner of the closet. I know it’s there and the memory of it forces me to move quickly on these insecure legs. I unzip it on my way back to the safe, and dump its contents, unused notebooks and packs of pens, onto the safe floor.
I take a stack of cash and then another.
I have my car, money, and enough fear to push me far away from here.
Seth’s face is there every time I close my eyes. The hurt, the disappointment. Picturing his sad eyes makes me waver, but only enough that I pause. I don’t stop packing.
I’ve begged him. I’ve told him I can’t stay.
Another stack and the backpack is full. It’s six large stacks in total and a little more than a quarter of what was in here.
I have trouble zipping it up. The little metal zipper slips from my fingers and then snags on the bills the next time I try.
I’m a hell of a mess. Scared and damaged. In raw pain from losing Cami, but also from knowing how I’m leaving Seth right now.
I won’t wait for him anymore. With that thought, I shut the safe door, leaning my back against it as I heave in oxygen, praying for it to calm me down enough to drive away. I’m faster packing a bag, grabbing everything I can without bothering to remove the hangers. I shove it all in, eager to get the hell out of here.
A small voice whispers to wait. It begs me to check my phone again, to give Seth one more chance.
Oh, how my body bends to that will. I wish he would have texted. I wish he would have been waiting for me right then and there. To stop me from going alone. I want him to come with me.
I need him to. Or in this last moment of weakness, to force me to stay. I wish he were here now to shove me in the safe, like he said he would. Because I don’t want to leave. Even now, I’m so aware I don’t want to leave.
But Seth isn’t here. He didn’t text me back. And he isn’t going to leave this life. He’ll never leave it.
This life is who he is. I know that it is.
My swallow is harsh and ragged, like broken glass slicing its way down when I get to the front door.
My hands are so cold now, they’re numb. My entire body is by this point.
I stare at the red door, envisioning Seth walking through it. I wait for one beat of my heart and then it’s followed by another fucked-up beat that skips all over. But he doesn’t come.
I would have been dead for hours and hours, and then what? What would he do “next time?”
The bookbag drops to the tile floor with a thud as I walk around the counter, pull out the junk drawer in the kitchen and grab a small pad of paper and a pen.
I have to scribble the pen for a moment to get the ink flowing, so I move to the second sheet. Letting the tears flow, I take out another clean sheet to write down my last words to him.
He’ll never forgive me. I already know that.
I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself either.
The clean sheet is stained by a fallen tear before the tip of the pen can mar the perfectly white paper with a slash of black.

I’LL ALWAYS LOVE YOU.

I WRITE that line first but the others aren’t good enough. Please forgive me. I think that thought every other line, but I never write it. I had to. I don’t have to, I’m choosing to and I know it. He knows it too.
The only truth I can bear to give him is that I’ll always love him.
Then I write my final thought.

EVEN IF YOU HATE ME, I’ll always love you.

THERE CAN’T BE any blood in my hands or face; they’re cold and numb. I know that much from the pricks that travel along my icy flesh. It’s all drained from me. I don’t know how long I stand there, wishing for better words that don’t come.
Wishing it wasn’t over, but knowing that it is.
It’s over.
I’m leaving him.
The resolution gives me enough strength to move, but I still linger at the door, gripping the edge of it as I whisper, “I’m sorry, babe,” to Cami. “I love you.”
I think about her as I wipe my face and drive away in the dark night. The headlights shine ahead of me, two yellow streaks in a sea of nothing.
It’s my fault. I knew who Seth was, I just never thought that there wouldn’t be a way for our lives to fit together. It was always so perfect, so easy. He was my everything.
Occasionally I glance at the backpack in the passenger seat, the money I stole from him. When I get to a motel hours and hours away with sleep dragging me down, I finally check my phone for the first time since I left.
There’s nothing from him. Nothing after the texts I sent him to come home and that I wasn’t okay. He saw them though. He saw but he didn’t answer.
Derrick messaged me, though. Reading his text sends me into another sobbing frenzy on the scratchy sheets of the motel.
Tonight is the first night of many where I simply cry myself to sleep, hating who I am and how little I’m worth. And it’s the first night in years that Seth doesn’t message me back. He never messages me back.





SETH
F uck.
“No, no, no.” With my hands running down my face I keep praying to whatever God would even bother to listen to me to make Cami wake up. To make this entire night go away. Erase it from fate’s plans. None of this should have happened.
“Please, God,” I beg, but no one’s listening to me.
Derrick hasn’t moved. Not an inch. His body is over Cami’s, his forearm resting above her head. His face is near her stomach, and his shoulders heave every so often. I’ve never seen the man cry in our entire existence, but he cries for her.
“We’re too late,” I tell him again, with a dry throat and hope he hears me this time. My fist slams against the wall when he tells me “no” like this isn’t real. The pain of my knuckles bashing against the wall isn’t enough. The pain is miniscule compared to everything else. So I do it again and again, letting the anguish wash over me. The drywall cracks and crumbles so easily.
I don’t even realize I’m screaming until Derrick yells at me to shut the fuck up.
Picking up his head, he stares at me, both of us breathless, wounded and guilty.
“This is because of me,” he tells me with red eyes. The pain is etched in every feature of his expression. “She’s dead because I couldn’t—”
“She’s dead because Mathews wanted to hurt us. They wanted to steal from us. They wanted to kill her.”
“It’s on me,” he emphasizes, lowering himself until his forehead rests on her stomach. “She died because of me.”
“We’ll get them back. We’ll make them pay.”
Time passes in silence.
“Where’s Laura?” he asks cautiously. He didn’t see the note when we came in. It’s the first thing I saw. The blood, the trail of it to the safe. The emptied backpack.
“She took off,” I answer him and I swear the confession strangles me. Each word tries to choke me, hating the very thought of it.
“Where she’d run to?” he asks and the lack of contempt, the lack of sympathy… he doesn’t get it.
“She didn’t run from them; she took off for good,” I explain. It hurts more than I thought it would to say it out loud. “She left me.”
With bewildered eyes he shakes his head and that’s when I turn away from him, leaving him where he is over Cami and walking away. I have to wipe my face with my forearm as I head back to the kitchen and to the front of the house.
I feel restless, anxious, tormented and angry. It turns to pacing, thinking about how to get revenge against Mathews for hurting Laura, for trying to steal from me, for scaring the one girl I’ve ever loved away from me.
I can picture Laura finding Cami; that breaks me down to nothing. I am nothing when I imagine that scene. I know how she would have reacted. But I can’t see her emptying the backpack and shoving the money inside. I can’t see her packing up her things. I can’t picture her leaving me.
Never did I think she’d leave me. I can’t imagine it, even though it’s already done.
The ghosts in the living room call to me. She wanted me to leave. I did this. I did all of this.
Another vicious scream tears from my throat as I swipe my arm down the counter. My body’s hot, my head feels light and I do it again. The bang and clatter of the broken glasses and pans hitting the tiled floor urge me on.
I destroy everything, everything I touch, why should this place be any different?
It takes me a long moment to realize she took the cash and what the consequence of that is. I needed that cash. We needed every fucking cent of it.
“Fuck!” I scream out the word, but it doesn’t make anything better.
This is what it feels like to be at rock bottom.
It takes a long time for me to actually cry. To let it all out and feel the deep-seated pain in the very pit of my stomach. For me to accept that Cami is dead and Laura is long gone.
Getting revenge for Cami is the sole focus of our crew.
That’s the only thing that keeps Derrick moving. The guys are silent. Everyone is. No one asks where Laura is either. They know she left; they don’t know about the money though.
If I told them, they’d want to go after her. So instead I have to be smarter, harsher, more violent to get the message across.
She screwed me. Laura screwed me over when she left. She left me at my worst, and made everything harder. I have to tell myself she couldn’t have known, but that only helps for so long.
It takes hours of standing in a scalding hot shower to try to wash it all away, the pain of what I’ve caused, the agony of what I lost. It doesn’t leave me though. There’s no cleansing these sins.
When I fall into bed, I take her note with me. It crinkles when I grip it, no matter how much I try to let up on my grasp. I can’t help it; I hold it with everything I’ve got.
I have her note, and the messages she sent.
The dim light from the phone is the only light in the room, and I stare at it for hours. Reading the texts about her doctor’s appointment, then about Cami. I reread the lines she sent, wanting me to come home. Needing me.
Instead I was out, making a hard life even harder. Getting us into deeper shit.
All the while she was dealing with a dead girl whose blood is on my hands.
There’s a mix of regret and hate.
As the weeks move on, I get colder, harder. The realization of what I’ve chosen fuels me to do unspeakable things. Mathews never stood a chance. Neither did Fletcher.
Laura doesn’t text me again other than to tell me she’s sorry and I don’t respond to that message. She doesn’t come back to Tremont or anywhere within a five-hundred-mile radius. Well only once, and it wasn’t for me. A year had passed and she came back for a single day, hoping not to run into me even though she stepped into my territory, into my bar. I knew it when she saw me there, bumping into me by accident, that she wanted to leave without running into me.
That hurt stays long after she’s gone. I thought I wasn’t capable of feeling like that anymore, until she showed up.
Derrick keeps tabs on her. He has since she left.
The regret fades. The hate takes over.
I loved her more than she loved me, because I never would have left her.
Every day that passes, I start hating her more.
She said she loved me and she left.
She stole from me and she left.
She never looked back; she just left.
She should have known one day I’d come back for her. I’m going to make her feel the same regret I feel.
   
Eight years later

I WONDER if Laura knows it’s me, for about half a fucking second. The way she averts her eyes and refuses to look at me gives me the answer I’m looking for. The East Coast has been good to me. I wouldn’t have chosen it for myself, but it’s where Laura ended up.
It’s pitch black and the stores in the shopping center are closing down. I’ve been parked here for a good three hours now, just watching. It’s what I’m paid to do and what I need to do tonight.
I’m supposed to watch Jase Cross’s girl. I’ve been working with the Cross brothers ever since I left Tremont in Derrick’s hands. There was no one left to kill there, no challenges to face. So I followed Laura, keeping my distance and getting comfortable.
Fate’s a prick.
She’s with the girl I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on. I suppose it makes sense. My life’s a sick joke.
Fuck, just looking at her dredges up everything. Every splinter of emotion I thought I’d long buried. The sick concoction of it all slips into the crevices of my bones as my eyes wander over the curves of her collarbone.
Then lower, to the dip at her waist.
It’s hot and cold. Anger then lust. Fuck, I can’t keep still in this piece of tin knowing she’s right there. So damn close, I could go get her if only I wanted to. Some moments I do, but I don’t know that I’m ready yet and I need her to come to me. A piece of me needs her to be the one to come to me.
Her eyes catch mine once, then twice. She turns stiff in the car across the vacant parking lot.
I bet she thinks I’m here for her. She thinks this is about her, and maybe it was when I first moved here. Now though, I have plenty to keep myself occupied here before I attend to her.
If she thinks what’s between us is over, she’s wrong.
If she thinks I’m going to let her get away with it, she’s out of her fucking mind.
The wine bottle is nearly empty in her hands as she sits in the driver’s seat. I’ve been watching her and Bethany, Jase’s girl, drink at the bar, go into a shop, drink at another bar, and go into another shop all damn night. They’re both on the verge of fucked up when Bethany knocks on my window, wanting a ride.
The slow smirk is hard to hide when I roll down my window. She thinks she can trust me. She hasn’t learned that in this life, you can’t trust anyone. Not even the ones you love.
Bethany’s a sweet girl but oblivious. It’s nearly sick how much I revel in her unsuspecting question to simply take them home.
Bethany gets in easily enough, feeling safe and secure because she knows her boyfriend is my boss. She knows I won’t do a damn thing to hurt her.
She has no idea what I want to do to Laura, though. She isn’t aware that I know her. I know Laura more than I know anyone.
The click of Laura’s car door echoes in the empty lot as does the staccato of her heels as she makes her way to my car. I remember those blue eyes spearing into mine when she peeks at me through her thick lashes.
She gets in without a word, but the air burns hot. Her friend is clueless. Utterly unaware.
I can’t hear a damn word Bethany’s saying of the confession that spills from her and I wonder if Laura can hear it. If she has the patience for it, the mental capacity to think of anything other than what I’m going to do to her once Bethany gets her ass out of this car.
The few miles it takes to drop off Bethany are far too long. Every second is drawn out by the deep breaths Laura takes.
My grip tightens on the wheel, thinning the tight skin on my knuckles and turning it white. The click of the turn signal distracts me from whatever Bethany’s saying, but not from the sweet cadence of Laura’s response.
Her voice is a memory that thickens the tension between us.
It takes fifteen minutes until Bethany’s out of the car, closing the door and asking me sweetly to take Laura home.
I’ve been in this town for years now. I’ve come close to seeing the girl who stole my heart and left me with nothing, face to face, more times than I can count. I’ve been patient though. Good things come to those who wait.
It’s not until Bethany closes the front door, that Laura speaks to me.
“Seth.” Laura speaks my name like a sin. She has to clear her throat after she says my name, the nerves eating away at her and showing easily enough.
The leather groans in the back of my car as she adjusts in her seat.
I’m already down the pebbled path of the driveway, minutes from the highway and debating on which way I should go. Left to her place, or right, to mine.
“Seth, please,” she begs me although I don’t know what for.
I’m silent, remembering all the times she begged me before when she was under me, writhing and loving me.
I love you. How many times did she tell me that just minutes after moaning my name like she used to do?
I can hear her swallow and in the rearview mirror, I watch as her chest rises and falls heavier with each passing second that I don’t acknowledge her.
“Seth, would you say something please, you’re scaring me.”
Scaring her? If she knew what I became when she left me, she’d be fucking terrified.
My gaze moves to the mirror, watching her nervously bite down on her lower lip. Those plump lips I used to bite myself.
Licking my own, I let out a deep sigh and sit back into my seat, easing the tense muscles and letting more time pass simply to torture her.
She leans forward, refusing to just wait like a good girl. Her hand grips the top of my seat, her fingers brushing my shoulder. The short touch is gentle, seemingly innocuous, but it lights up every nerve ending in me.
“Seth, please, just talk to me.” As she speaks, her voice cracks and her eyes turn glossy.
I can feel how her heart breaks only inches from mine. Her pain is like a hit of ecstasy after years of being clean. I want more of it; I crave it like an addict.
“What do you want me to say, Babygirl?” I question her and wait at the red light, right at the fork that decides where we’re going.
I can hear the hitch in her breath, I can feel the heat that revs up inside of her. Was it Babygirl that did it? Or simply having me answer her after nearly a decade of silence?
Inhaling deeply, I get a heavy dose of her sweet scent. Fuck, it’s just like I remember. Everything about her is exactly what I remember. I didn’t make it up in my mind. She’s intoxicating.
“Anything,” she breathes as the red light turns green and I make my decision, knowing exactly what I’m going to do to her tonight, how I’m going to make her pay for leaving me and fucking me over. “Just tell me anything.”
Locking my gaze with hers I ask her, keeping my voice low to try to hide the anger, “How did you really think this was going to end?”

Seth & Laura’s story continues in… Desperate to Touch.





DESPERATE TO TOUCH
I ran from him, even though my heart knew better.
Love was one thing, but survival another.

He chose a life of crime and I never wanted any of it; I only wanted him.  I left when the danger bled into my life, taking more than I was willing to sacrifice.
I should have known he'd come for me.  Men like him always get what they want.
The temptation in his eyes, the heat of his touch... it's all still there, but his gaze is harsher now and his grasp unrelenting.
He's not the boy I fell in love with, although pieces of what we once had are still there.  I can feel it.
I know what he wants from me, and I know it comes with a steep price.  I'll pay it though, if for no other reason than to touch him again.  Just once more.
I'll close my eyes and forget about the risks that come with this life and with him.  I only hope he doesn't do the same.

Desperate to Touch is book 2 in a series. Hard to Love must be read first.





AUTHORS NOTE
“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.”
― Stephen King





PROLOGUE
Laura

The first year Seth moved to the East Coast, years ago

THE JOURNAL in my hand is thick and the edge of its pages are worn. As though she didn’t just write in its pages daily, but instead read and reread the scribbled confessions of the past three years constantly. The spine itself is cracked and it divides the journal in two.
Guilt riddles its way into my thoughts. I shouldn’t be reading a patient’s journal, not when she only gave it to me because I told her I’d fix it for her. She trusted me because I’m her nurse. I’m supposed to help Delilah and take care of her.
The poor woman who lives on pills during the day and is haunted by nightmares when the sun sets gave me all her secrets. I know I shouldn’t take it, but the second half of the journal starts with the description of a barn Marcus took her to.
Marcus. Just seeing his name chills me down to my bones. I don’t even realize that I’ve stopped moving, breathing, that I’ve simply halted in the middle of the narrow hall until a sweet new resident asks me if I’m okay. I think her name is Bethany.
“Fine,” I tell her and force a smile, although the scribbled name, Marcus, lingers in my mind. The whispered hiss, Marcus, repeats itself faster and faster as I make my way to the office to read what she wrote about him. The Rockford Center deals with mental health, so naturally, drugs and violence are a conversation starter. Many of my patients talk about Marcus. Marcus and the Cross brothers. Recently, Seth King is a name that’s going around too. I have to close my eyes, swallowing thickly as I shut the door to the dark office, leaning my back against it and simply trying to breathe.
Seth King, the man I loved on the other side of the country. The man I ran away from. He gave me time, but I knew he’d come for me. It’s been a week since I first heard he was here, only miles from me, and I’ve been praying. I begged God to give me a sign, to tell me what to do. Opening my eyes, I stare down at the notebook. My salvation.
   
I PHOTOCOPIED every page of Delilah’s journal, hiding in the small back office of the Rockford Center. I can still remember how anxious I was and how heat smothered every inch of my skin. Knowing I could be fired instantly, I still had to do it. I’d only just started working at the center, my first job as a nurse. I had to do whatever it took to survive. I suppose I’d been saying that a lot back then.
That journal was my leverage for when Seth inevitably came for me. Filled with multiple entries all about Marcus, the boogeyman, the Grim Reaper. A faceless villain who made deals in back alleys, running the streets around these parts, battling for power along with the Cross brothers. Unlike Carter Cross and his brothers, no one knows who Marcus is. They’ve never seen his face, but his signature power plays and ruthless reputation are notorious.
I thought that if Seth came for me demanding the money I stole, I’d give him the copies. I thought maybe it would be of value to him because I knew he came to work with the Irish mob who ruled this part of the East Coast, a.k.a. the Cross brothers. And they’d give anything to uncover any details on their faceless nemesis, Marcus, and his secrets.
They were all in the worn journal. This woman Delilah, my patient, had seen him. Felt him. She loved Marcus. She had a single journal when she was first admitted. It described details of where they met and what he wanted with her. It was leverage. Several years have passed; my patient’s collection has grown as she’s come in and out of the Rockford Center, when her mental state is too harmful to be away from the help we give her. She has a journal for every year, five years now, and I never stopped photocopying them. I could give Seth information on Marcus, in hopes that he wouldn’t hold our past against me.
I kept waiting and waiting for Seth to come for me. Didn’t he know he’d have to be the one to make the first move? I wouldn’t even be able to look him in the eyes or say his name out loud.
Seth King.
Years came and went yet he never approached me. It wasn’t relief I felt, it was like a prolonged mourning. Maybe he wanted me to feel his presence, to know I couldn’t have him. I remember the first night that thought came to me, and how hard I sobbed against my pillow at the thought. I’d take my punishment; I deserved it.
Fate is a cruel sorceress, but this time I love her. Because last night, I saw him. I spoke to him. He called me Babygirl and even through the fear, I want him to say it again.





SETH
She still doesn’t know how badly she fucked me over.
I try to keep that in mind as I wait for Laura. Waiting for her is all I’ve done since she said good night two weeks ago. Each hour has felt like an eternity. She whispered it when she opened the back door of my car, sliding out with tears running down her cheeks. She never cried in the open; she hated the tears. “Useless” is what she used to mutter when she was on the verge of tears.
Back then I always held her while she let it all out. That night, fourteen days ago, I merely watched as she stayed as silent as she could, wiping the tears from her cheek. Maybe that’s why she whispered “good night”—she didn’t trust herself to speak too loud or else I’d realize she was crying.
I already knew though. She should know better than to think she can hide from me.
If she thinks I don’t know how much it hurts, she’s dead wrong.
The tick of the clock in Jase’s office doesn’t stop. It reminds me that I’m getting closer to seeing her again. She’s to meet me, to come prepared to pay for the damages. She doesn’t know though, just how much she fucked me over.
“Anything else on Walsh?” Jase questions his brother, Declan, as I sit in the corner chair, a dark leather wingback. I listen to the two of them go over the details Declan’s been able to gather on the crooked cop hell-bent on revenge against the man known as Marcus. Only half my attention is on them. Until Declan says something about pitting the two of them against one another.
For a moment, I’m torn from my obsessive thoughts of seeing Laura tonight. The thoughts have been coming and going throughout the day. In the dark of night, alone in my bed with nothing but the memories of her, not a damn thing could get through to me. Certainly not sleep.
“Seth, what do you think?” Jase asks me, rolling up the sleeves of his crisp white dress shirt. Watching him lean back against his chair, the tailored suit jacket draped behind him, I’m reminded that I have shit to do other than deal with the woman who broke what semblance of a heart I had.
“I think being between the two of them is a piss-poor place to be,” I say, speaking up so Declan can hear me from where he is on the other side of the expansive office. His head is down as he types on the keys of his sleek laptop. It’s state of the art and expensive as fuck with all the software loaded onto it. He’s constantly searching for more information on Cody Walsh, the cop and former FBI agent who came to this town wreaking havoc.
“It would be easier if Walsh wasn’t blackmailing us to help him find Marcus.”
“It’s not like we can give him Marcus anyway. He’ll learn that it’s not that easy,” I comment but the foresight of what will happen along the way, and more importantly, after, breeds a disdain for the scheming cop. Months of surveillance on Marcus’s men have given us nothing but a list of men who work for the man. Nothing about him in particular. We don’t have a damn thing to give Walsh.
“Then how does him blackmailing us play out?” Jase’s unspoken concerns are read easily with the worry in his expression. If we can’t help Officer Walsh find Marcus, he could turn in the evidence he has on Jase and me. Then we’re fucked.
“We need to get something on Walsh. We can’t trust that he doesn’t have backups of the tapes. We could bury ourselves helping him and in the end, he’d turn us in anyway.”
“I agree with Declan,” I say as I nod solemnly. My voice is even and calm. The threat of going away for murder is there... but all I can focus on is Laura, and making her sweet ass pay for leaving me.
“Even if Walsh does turn in the evidence, we have ways to get around a conviction,” Jase says and his menacing glare moves to the lit fireplace on the right side of the room. “As soon as we’re able, I want him dead.”
I used to feel chills at the thought of murder. They would climb up my spine, sending a freezing cold deeper into my blood as they crept their way up. Not anymore, though. It’s been quite some time since I’ve felt any remorse or apprehension at the depravity I engage in.
“It must be done,” I agree.
“When the time comes, we burn his house down, raid his office and get any evidence you can find.”
“His car too,” Declan adds. “He has PO Boxes in the upper east. Those need to be ransacked as well. All three of them.”
“What the hell is he doing with those?” A crease settles deep between my brow.
“Maybe that’s where he stores his evidence?” Jase questions, and a hopeful glint resurrects itself in his dark gaze. “Former FBI agents have their quirks and habits. We need to learn every single one of this prick’s.”
I only nod. There’s no telling why Walsh does what he does. He seems to work alone, but the more we learn, the more is amiss. The evidence in his possession could put us away for murder. I’m not willing to allow that. Not when I just got Laura back.
No fucking way is some crooked cop getting in the way of my plans. I wish I had my crew here. For the first time in years, I feel like I truly need them. Maybe it’s because Laura’s back. Or maybe it’s because the danger has a tighter grip around my throat. They’re on the other side of the country, though. I haven’t spoken to them in a long damn time.
I offer my suggestion and say, “We can put some men on the post office. See how often he goes to the PO Boxes, if ever.”
“Agreed,” Declan chimes in. “We need to watch him day and night. I can’t find shit on him from the last three years and before that he was an agent so I don’t trust it.”
The ticking of the clock sounds with the crackling of wood and hiss of the fire as the three of us consider our reality. We’re dealing with two pricks who have information on us, yet we’re lacking when it comes to knowledge about them.
“All of our resources are going toward watching the army of a ghost,” Jase says, referring to Marcus’s men, “and to a fucking cop who could bring us down.”
“We’ll take care of it,” I comment evenly and reassuringly, joining Jase to stare at the fire. Instead of seeing a cocked trigger, or the match that would cause an explosion, I see blue eyes in the flames. Parted lips. I swear I can hear Laura’s moan.
“You all right, Seth?” The question doesn’t come from Jase or from Declan. The office door creaks open as Carter steps in, his footsteps heavy as he enters.
“Fine,” I answer Carter Cross, the oldest brother and rightful leader of this crew. His ruthlessness and reputation precede him.
He murmurs low and then takes in each of his brothers. “I think we should reconsider Marcus.”
“Fuck Marcus.” Jase’s voice is harsh as he speaks. Marcus is the one who gave the cop the leverage. The bastard set us up. Walsh isn’t the only one who wants to take Marcus down.
Carter merely smirks, the only hint of humor that’s graced this office for months. He’s taller than his brothers. Broader shoulders too with an air about him that’s deadly. Jase could charm anyone; he’s handsome and well spoken. Declan’s quiet and smiles easily enough. Carter’s harder, brutal. Even his jawline is harsh. Recently though, since he’s found Aria, a different side of him is showing.
“Any unspoken truce we had with Marcus is gone,” Jase continues, his anger getting the best of him. “He fucked with us on a personal level. He stole our supply, he captured—”
“All in the past. The enemy of our enemy is our friend.”
“Which one, brother?” Jase’s gaze narrows. His animosity for the two men shows without even the thinnest veil to hide behind. “You’d choose Marcus over Walsh? When Marcus is the one who set us up! He gave us over to Walsh when we did nothing to him. He’s a traitor. I won’t rethink a damn thing.”
“Your emotions are getting the best of you.” Carter’s lack of emotion, his logical thinking combined with unforgiving lethal force, is what made the Cross brothers what they are. If nothing else, I admire it.
My gaze moves slowly between the two brothers, as does Declan’s. I understand Jase’s anger and his fear.
“What would you have us do?” Jase questions. Their dark gazes meet, and neither softens. Carter’s hand falls in the pocket of his crisp black suit as he seems to debate an answer.
“Surveillance will take time. Do we have it?” he asks.
“Yes,” Declan speaks up, cracking the tension but not breaking it. In gray slacks and a white Henley, Declan’s attire makes him stand out from his brothers. He always does though. But it’s his quiet, watchful nature that allows him to blend in with crowds. He doesn’t have the same intensity about him that Jase and Carter do. At least not in public. I’ve seen him though. I’ve seen the real him and it’s nothing like the man on the other side of the office.
Carter nods, running his thumb over his freshly shaven chin, the stubble already starting to show. He’s a beast of a man, dressed up in a tailored suit.
“My only thought, and something I hope you would consider… if we get rid of Walsh, who will get rid of Marcus?” Carter questions and for a moment, Jase’s head tilts as he considers his brother.
I’m nodding my head in short, nearly undetectable movements when Carter looks at me. I’ve found companionship with Jase, and friendship with Declan. Carter though has never allowed a step toward anything other than a working relationship. He’s guarded, and until recently, I’d hardly spoken to him in the years I’ve worked for the Cross brothers. He’d be in the room, he’d speak. But not to me. Never to anyone other than his brothers. Guarded is a word that doesn’t do him justice.
The trust simply isn’t there. I respect that. I understand it more than he knows.
“You certain there’s nothing you’d like to tell me?” Carter questions. “To tell us?”
A prickle of unease travels along my skin. Hot and sickening, but I answer calmly and with a no-nonsense tone. “Not a damn thing. If there’s something you’d like to ask, I’ll do as I’ve always done. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
Declan and Jase are quiet as Carter squares his shoulders and contemplates a moment. “Something’s going on with you,” Carter finally speaks.
My palms are clammy as I clench and unclench my fists. “If you’re doubting—”
“You are in this family. I don’t doubt your loyalty or your ability… yet.” Although Carter’s tone is harsh, there’s a softness I haven’t seen from him before. You are in this family.
I am in no family. I haven’t been for quite some time.
“Like I said, there’s something going on with you.” As Carter repeats the accusation, Jase leans back against his desk. The skin on his knuckles turns white as he grips the edge of it.
“Old ghosts,” Carter surmises. “For weeks now.”
Ever since I saw Laura with Bethany, Jase’s girlfriend. I only nod, swallowing thickly.
“If something’s going on—”
“It’s personal,” I reassure him and keep my tone even but without any room for discussion. “It won’t get in the way of anything.”
“If I’ve noticed the change, Seth… those ghosts are already in the way.”





LAURA
I’m trying to remember everything Seth said two weeks ago, but all I can hear is Babygirl. All I can feel is the prick at the back of my eyes. He asked me how I thought it would end… that’s right. That aching feeling in my chest returns and I swallow, dry and harsh as I sit in my car. My seatbelt’s off and the constant pinging from the dash is driving me crazy until I pull the keys out of the ignition.
I begged for his forgiveness while all he did was stare at me through the rearview mirror. I tried to explain, but his gaze remained brutal and unforgiving. I put my hand on his shoulder once, and that was the only time he really looked at me. First my hand, and then into my eyes.

HE WROTE DOWN AN ADDRESS, this address. In the note, he told me to come in two weeks—which has felt like forever. And he gave me a time… five minutes from now.
Don’t make me come for you.

I READ the line noting how quickly my heart beats, then the pause and the sudden shortness of breath. A wave of overwhelming emotions crashed down around me. The thought of him coming for me will always make me feel conflicted. I want to run from him, but I also want him to capture me, to force me to stay. Because I’m selfish, just like my heart is when it ticks and skips like it’s running and it’s out of breath.
I stopped taking my medication for arrhythmia when I got settled here. My hand instinctively hovers over my chest as the thump, thump, thump goes off beat. With my eyes closed, I breathe in deep and tell it to calm down.
I haven’t needed a pill in years. Seth King fucks up my heart. No one can tell me otherwise. It’s all his fault.
Ping.
Jolting from the buzz on my lap, as I sit in the car outside of the address Seth gave me, I silently scold myself. Calm the fuck down.
The heat from the vents hits my face and I’m quick to flick the button off. It’s cold for an autumn night, colder than it’s been since March if I remember right, and the wind is unforgiving too.
With the blush of the sunset on the horizon, I’m close to a moment I knew would come one day. For better or for worse. I’m safe in my car… safe for now.
It took me twenty-five minutes to drive here. All in silence. That’s all it took. It felt like forever, but forever is over far too quickly now that I’m sitting here staring at the massive house. It’s all old light gray stone with dark blue roofing… the slabs all the way up there look like stone too. It’s hard to tell this late at night though. There are two stories with a wraparound porch. There isn’t a piece of furniture at all outside though. The old Victorian has been cared for. It’s obviously been meticulously maintained, which must take effort given that it’s out here, surrounded by miles and miles of woods.

TAKING my gaze away from the gorgeous house, I read the text and then I have to read it again.
You want to go out soon?
My brow furrows, a deep line settling in my forehead.
My first thought is: what is Cami doing on the East Coast? After all, who else would be texting me?
A vise tightens around my dry throat. Cami’s dead. Fuck, my head is so messed up.
It’s been like this since I saw Seth days ago. Since he called me Babygirl. The past has a way of creeping in. All the things once forgotten come back. With the pain lingering in my chest, oh how I wish Cami were here. I wish it were her who sent that text.
It’s been a long time since I’ve had moments like I’ve been having, where I’ve forgotten about everything that happened when I left. I don’t hold the guilt or any of the fear. In those moments, my mind plays tricks on me to convince me Cami’s still alive, still happy. I’ve only left her on the other side of the country for school and work. It’s a nice thought for a moment, but then my eyes prick with hot tears and the memory of the night I left comes flooding back in a rush.
I’ll never forget that imagery. I’ll never forget how cold her skin was. Or the feel of her lashes against my fingers when I closed her eyes. I hold my fingers now, willing the sensations to go away.
My body’s heavy as I fall against the driver seat. Breathe in, breathe out. Just keep breathing.
Ping. Bethany texts again. She’s not Cami. She’ll never be Cami.
A new friend to replace me, Cami’s voice whispers in my head and my throat tightens as I read the text Bethany sent: I miss you. I really do.
I don’t even have time to think about what happened between Bethany and me. I haven’t seen her since she left my apartment, pissed off at me. I did what I had to do. It was a few days after I’d seen Seth. I did what I thought was right.
I’ll tell her everything. She’ll understand. Some friendships come and go but some, like the one I have with Bethany, are meant to be forever friendships. I want so badly to make it up to Bethany and explain. Just like I want to do with Seth.
She’ll understand.
Failure and regret are kneading together in the pit of my stomach. I’ve made so many mistakes. Countless times I’ve prayed and wished that I could just go back so I could do things differently. If only I could have known…
I miss you too and whenever you want, I’m there. I type out my response and hope she can feel just how much I miss her too.
Tonight? Bethany’s answer is immediate and my teeth bite into my bottom lip as I suck in a deep breath.
Dammit. I can’t tonight.
Tomorrow then? she asks.
Tomorrow. I respond immediately and then quickly add, I am all yours tomorrow.
I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until she replies, Can’t wait and I finally exhale.
I can make things better. I can make them right again. Closing my eyes again, I see Cami’s face. Not everything can be made right.
With another exhale, I try to shake off the nerves that curl and coil around my insides. Preparing to toss my keys in my bag, the jingle of them is all I can hear other than my wonky heart when I look up and see Seth standing there.
My heart tumbles over itself at the sight of him. I’ve only seen him in a suit once before. For his father’s funeral. Back then, the suit looked like a hand-me-down. He could have afforded whatever suit he wanted, but he chose a loose black one, with a black tie that was never tight around his throat. The knot hung loose and the second the casket was lowered to the ground, he ripped it off, followed by his jacket. It was snowing that day, but he couldn’t have cared less. He never did like suits.
It seems that time has changed all that. The expensive cloth is cut perfectly to fit Seth’s broad shoulders. The black is pristine, the cufflinks a detail I’d never envisioned on him. He lifts his arm just slightly, glancing down at his wrist and the shine of a silver watch, or maybe platinum, reflects back at me.
His clothes are all wrong, all different from what I know about the boy I fell in love with. But his eyes, they’re the same. His stubble and hard jaw, they’re what I remember. His cheekbones seem more defined with how trim he keeps his facial hair and the lines around his eyes are faint, but they tell tales of an older man, not one in his twenties. The look he’s giving me though, with his lips slightly parted, his tongue peeking out just for a moment to wet his bottom lip… it’s reminiscent of before, but just like his clothes, it’s worn differently.
Skip, trip, thump. He doesn’t stop staring as I take him in. Like he’s waiting for something. My heart responds but I don’t. I’m as still as can be in my seat, feeling the heat the car has stopped providing even without it being on anymore. It engulfs me as Seth’s stare penetrates through everything.
He doesn’t stand there for long, his large hands clenched into fists at his sides. They unclench and his right smooths down the black pressed suit pants he’s wearing. Irritation grows in his expression, but I’m in no rush to move.
I hate how he looks at me, but I love that he’s looking at me at all.
I reach out to the passenger seat without breaking Seth’s gaze before he can open the door himself. He’s hiding from me. Behind those blue eyes, I see nothing anymore. Maybe a hint of lust and a wall of hate, but not him. I don’t see him anymore and it fucking hurts. It’s a jagged rip to my heart.
Before I step out, I reach behind me for my purse; inside it is the notebook. Only the first one though. I didn’t bring them all.
As I stand toe to toe with him, swinging the thin black strap of my blush satchel over my shoulder and feeling the gust of wind send a chill down my spine, I close the car door without looking back. The thudding click of it shutting is all I can hear. Even the woods that surround us are silent.
It’s hard to believe Seth’s right in front of me. The wave of heat from his hard body towering over me is addictive. He’s so close that his scent fills my lungs and it brings memory after memory as I stand breathless in front of him. I could touch him; I know I could.
He could touch me if he wanted to as well. Neither of us moves though.
“I told you not to make me come for you.” His deep voice is a low baritone, a threat not so veiled laying within the syllables.
What was left of the light from the sun is waning and the moon doesn’t provide a damn thing tonight. The shadows come quicker than they have any other night. My God, does the darkness make Seth look even more tempting. Fear is ever present, the unknowing and lack of control driving my anxiety to pump my unbalanced heart harder.
I pay it all no mind. Seth is here in front of me.
“Did you hear me?” he asks, although it’s not a question. It’s more a statement of his discontent.
“I’m sure that’s not what you meant in that note, Seth,” I finally speak, my voice more even than I dreamed it would be. How it comes out so calm and collected, I have no idea.
Goosebumps line my arms as another gust of wind pushes at my back, gathering my hair and causing it to tumble over my shoulders. I cross my arms as my nipples pebble.
“I’m here,” I tell him. As if stating the obvious was needed.
The anger and edge of threat are absent, and the heat in Seth’s eyes roars when he glances down my body and then back to my own wandering gaze.
Time passes, too much of it, before I break the silence and break our caught stares to say, “I didn’t make you come far, did I?”





SETH
She’s here. Laura’s in my grasp. And she’s completely unaffected. I can’t fucking take it. It’s a black hole that whirls around me. Nothingness, yet I’m falling. Hard and fast.
This gut-wrenching concoction of desire and anger, betrayal and longing… it’s too much. I can’t focus on any one aspect of this moment. Control feels like a concept I can’t grasp as the blood rushing in my ears drowns out everything else.
Closing my eyes, I inhale long and deep. She is the woman I used to love. When I was someone else. Nothing more. I try to convince myself of that truth.
Her words linger, confirming the statement.
I didn’t make you come far, did I?
Her comment pisses me off more and more with every step I take toward the house. The anger laces with desire. Her smart mouth has always gotten me hard.
I gently place my splayed hand on her back, to lead her into my house, hiding my eagerness.
Inside. I need to get her inside.
I can barely feel her, but I don’t miss how her eyes close at my touch. All it takes is a gentle push and Laura walks fast enough so that I barely have contact with her.
The soft satin of her red dress caresses my fingertips. I know she’s cold in the thin material. She chose this dress, tight around her ass and low cut, for a reason. Everything she does is for a reason.
Every step closer to the door, I gather more and more composure. I remember who I am today and not what we had before.
The past needs to stay where it is. Those ghosts are long gone. Carter’s assessment follows me, hardens me… it warns me to be careful.
As Laura passes the threshold, I notice her long hair, once naturally dark but now lightened, falling over one shoulder. She peeks over her shoulder but not at me though; instead she looks back to her car. Maybe second-guessing everything, maybe wanting to run. I wonder if she can feel the difference inside of me. I feel it every damn day. I’m highly aware that I’m not the same man she remembers from the past. How could I be? That night changed everything about me.
When she chose to run, so did something inside of me. And it never came back.
The clack of the front door closing is followed by the lock clicking into place. Laura’s body shudders at the sound, and I watch closely as her plump lips, colored the same dark red as her dress, part as she sucks in a breath. She may not want to admit I’ve gotten to her, but I damn well know I have.
She can pretend to be the confident seductress when she looks in the mirror. But I see underneath it all.
The mix of dark woods and grays, all the masculine clean lines of my home is at complete odds with Laura. She stands out, unable to hide in the neutrals of the open floor plan. She aims to move to the sleek ashen davenport sofa in the living room. Even picking up her pace, turning the air between us businesslike, she takes a few steps forward, only for me to catch her elbow and move her forward, toward the office.
Her quick glance and questioning gaze are gone as quickly as they came. I couldn’t give two shits where we do this, but she won’t decide it.
She decided to run from me. To steal from me. She doesn’t get to decide anything else.
Never fucking again. She doesn’t have a choice.
I’ve had countless days to plan what I’d say and do. Years ago, back in California. And years here, knowing she was close enough to see with only minutes of driving. Even as I walk her through the hall and open the carved walnut office door, ushering her inside, the plan is changing.
Some days it’s a debt owed and I want her to pay me back, however I choose.
Some moments the hate for her leaving me at my worst is so strong, that I don’t want a damn thing to do with her. I want her to know how close I am, and to know I don’t care enough to seek her out.
Smelling her sweet scent, and listening to the steady beat of her heels clicking against the wood, part of me wants to charm her, to beg for her forgiveness and offer her the world. I could give her that. Everything is different now. That part comes with something else. It starts as an inkling of sorrow, but it’s quick to spread, like oil slicking across the water. It’s thin, but covers every inch in blackness. I want to beg her to love me again. I want her to see how wrecked I was. How I feel like nothing without her. I am nothing anymore, but why would she want me? Why the hell would she ever come back?
She makes me weak.
“Your home is lovely,” Laura comments politely with her slender back to me as I shut the office door. Both of her hands grip the strap of her purse, giving away the nerves she’s hiding. “The inside isn’t like the outside… it’s so modern and open.”
I’m different; I know I am, but so is she. We’re nothing like we used to be. I assess her as she appraises my office. Taking in the rows of books, organized by date of publication. I collect the rare ones because I like the way they smell and look, but I haven’t read them. I don’t intend to either.
Her footsteps are gentler in this room and the angular edges of her dress seem to soften as I watch her move from one end of my small office to the other. Her footsteps are muted although it’s hardwood beneath her heels. She’s walking more carefully, with more hesitation.
I love that. The façade fades as the seconds pass.
She’s still the same girl I know, even if she wants to appear otherwise.
Her hair is curled, meticulously so when she still sat in her car. But the wind has seen to ruffle her blond tresses. I like her even more with her hair slightly messy. She should aim for that next time, a “just recently fucked” look.
I want to ask her why she did it, why she dyed her hair. It’s gorgeous on her; she has the tan in her skin to pull it off. I love the memory of her from before more though. She was perfect before.
Her nails are painted a darker shade of red than the short dress that hugs her curves. Even her makeup is flawless. It’s obvious this look—this sex kitten appeal, is deliberate.
I would like to pretend she did it for me. But two weeks ago, she looked similar. Perfectly put together and dressed with an edge of a vixen. The thought hits me as she glances up at me: this is who she is now.
Is it a lie? Is she still the woman I fell for?
Laura turns the moment my eyes read hers, preventing me from imagining running the tip of my finger along her skin. From the crook of her neck, all the way down her back. I could see myself doing it again and again until she begged me to unzip her dress. “Did you decorate it yourself?” Again, she’s polite.
I fucking hate niceties.
“I hired someone,” I say and my answer comes out flat as my eyes gauge her expression. Her knuckles are white from her tight grip, but her smile is forced. The longer the seconds draw out, the tighter her grip gets.
Maybe she’s realizing what I am. Maybe she’s come to the conclusion that she doesn’t trust the man I’ve become. I wouldn’t blame her.
I take my time, slipping off my jacket and folding it neatly before placing it over the arm of an amber leather executive chair in the corner of my office. The cufflinks are next to go, sitting them on the end of the antique bookshelf to the left of my desk. I focus on them, avoiding Laura’s prying eyes although I can feel them on me. Every step I take circles her as I move closer to where she is until I finally look up at her, feet away, but I feel miles apart with the way she looks at me.
“Are you scared of me?” I ask her and take a step forward. She doesn’t move from where she is in front of my desk. “Maybe of what I may tell you?” I take another step forward, blocking the light from the floor lamp in the far corner and causing shadows to darken her face. “Or maybe what I may do to you?”
“If you wanted to hurt me, you would have already,” she answers me with such certainty, although it’s practically whispered.
She doesn’t say anything else; she doesn’t give a hint of what’s she’s thinking or feeling. She doesn’t apologize. She doesn’t ask me for anything. The tension thickens as she waits for a response from me.
How long would she have lived without me and been perfectly fucking fine? All the while, I’ve died inside.
“You stole from a criminal,” I practically hiss. “So many others would have killed you simply to set an example.”
“You didn’t tell them,” she responds without letting a second pass. I had so much left to say, so much to make her feel the anxiousness I feel. It vanishes when her gaze softens with agony. “You didn’t tell them I took the money. Your crew never knew.” The sound of her swallowing mixes with the desperation in her voice. My gaze falls to her slender neck and then drifts down to the dip below her throat. She must have difficulty breathing now, because her lips part just to inhale and she leaves them that way. Her chest rises and falls and finally she takes a half step back.
“Derrick?” I ask her and she nods slowly, bringing my attention back to her face. Her expression gives nothing away, even if her posture gives away everything. “What else?”
“What else what?” she questions, again evenly.
“Tell me everything Derrick told you.”
“We haven’t spoken in a long time,” she says then breaks my gaze as the corners of her lips pull downward. Looking behind her, she rests against the edge of the desk, setting her purse beside her. Her hands tremble slightly until she clasps them together, hiding her emotions as she pretends to relax in front of me.
What a lie she’s become. Or is it only for me? Sucking in a breath, I rip my gaze away from her and wait for her response. “Tell me.”
“The last time I talked to him was a few years ago, when you first moved here.”
“So you’ve known—” I start to say, and it comes out like an accusation.
“That you’ve been here?” she says as she cuts me off and I only nod. “I knew when you started working with the Cross brothers because of the whispers. I called Derrick and he confirmed it.”
“What did he say?” I shouldn’t feel this heat in my blood. This apprehension that she may not like what Derrick told her. I’m not here to soothe her or comfort her though. That’s not what this is about.
I will never let her in like I did before. Never again. I learned my lesson. She made sure of that.
“He only said you heard about the Cross brothers and how quickly they were taking over… I asked him if you came for me.” Her voice hitches for the first time and she has to swallow thickly before continuing. I watch pain flash across her expression and she doesn’t try to conceal it. “He said you didn’t.”
Tap, tap. My pointer finger rests on the desk as I lean my thigh against the side of it opposite from her. Tap, tap. I wonder if that hurt her. Tap, tap. I watch her face as she waits for me to say something, but I don’t.
“I came up with a plan when I heard you were here,” she confesses.
“A plan?”
“I had information I thought you’d want.” I don’t respond to her comment. I merely stare in her doe eyes, watching the way the gentle gold flecks among the blue brighten with emotions in their depths.
“Like a deal? You wanted to make a deal with me?” Anger roils inside of me, overwhelming my focus. A deal to get me to leave her alone.
“Yes,” she whispers this time and her fear isn’t something she can hide, judging by how she inches away from me.
“You thought I came to hurt you?” I question her.
“At first.”
I ignore my immediate reaction to hearing her admit that. “I have a deal too. I’ve thought of a lot of them over the past few years.”
“What’s your deal?” she asks and lifts her chin slightly, her bright blue eyes boring into mine. Back to business maybe. I’m not sure what’s going on in that pretty little head of hers.
“You do everything I say.”
Her eyes search mine until she blinks rapidly and looks past me, shaking her head. “That’s not a deal.”
My words echoing in my head sound more and more inviting. “Yes, it is.”
“What do I get in return?” She licks her lips quickly, leaning forward as if she’s scrambling to hold on to something before adding, “Deals have two parties.”
“You get to live,” I offer her in all seriousness. I don’t care who she’s become. Laura’s mine. I will get everything I want from her. I need it.
“I’m already living.”
“You stole from me. There’s a debt owed and a corresponding punishment. I would never let someone else steal from me and live.”
“Just kill me then,” she says and her voice cracks although she’s quick to clear her throat. “Just kill me if that’s what you want.” Despite her shattered veneer she holds her head high. She accepts my glare and doesn’t falter, her eyes brimming with tears.
Before I can respond, she says something else. I don’t hear it though as I take a seat; I simply watch as she pulls herself back together. She’s damn good at it. At not needing me.
I take my time, giving her a moment to breathe. At the head of the desk, I grip the armrests, waiting.
“Did you hear what I said?” Her composure is back, although her breathing is ragged.
“You said you wanted an exchange. You want to change the details of our deal.”
Her doe eyes beg me to consider, and they hold a vulnerability that her tense curves fail to deliver. As she takes a step forward, I think she wants to sit in the other wingback chair, but her legs give out. She grips both arms of the chair across from me as her chest rises and falls with a quickened pace. She can’t hide the fear of coming back to this life. Of coming back to me.
As her bottom lip slips between her teeth, I note that she can’t hide the desire either.
“I’ve wanted this for too long to consider your proposal,” I tell her, spreading my legs wider and leaning forward in the wingback chair opposite hers. My elbows rest on my knees as I lean closer to her, only inches away as I whisper, “You know what I want. I want you.”
“I can give you something you want more,” she speaks clearly, although her last words waver when her gaze drifts to my lips.
Lies. There’s nothing I want more.
I would have told her that and meant it with every bone in my body, but then she tells me, “I can give you Marcus.”
   
Laura

WHAT WOULD he do to me?
Even as I reach in my satchel for the notebook, my hand trembles. I can’t imagine Seth hurting me. I can’t. Even as he looks at me the way he does. That’s not what scares me.
I’m scared to go back, back to him and all this shit he comes with. I don’t want this life. I’ve never wanted it.
A voice in the back of my head whispers: you’re afraid to fall in love with him again. I ache for him. So deeply. Agony shreds me when I see who he’s become. I want to cry more than anything. I don’t know how I’ll survive this. All I have to cling to is a collection of photocopied pages, as if they’ll save me from this.
“You’re lying,” he says and his voice is firm.
“I’m not; I haven’t lied. I can give you information on Marcus.”
“Yes you have,” he bites out quickly and for the first time since I’ve been in here, I see a flash of sadness in his dark cobalt gaze. I can’t respond to him. Not even when he turns away from me, leaning back and tapping his index finger on the desk again. He’s so broken. I didn’t do this to him. It’s not because of me. With the notebook of photocopied pages between my fingers, I lie to myself again: I didn’t do this to him.
“There’s a patient at the Rockford Center. She’s been in and out of there for years although she’s not a resident currently,” I explain as I hand over the notebook. It’s a hardcover, black and nondescript, of her first collection of memories. Holding out the bound pages, I can’t look in Seth’s gaze. I can’t and I won’t, but he doesn’t take it. He doesn’t accept it and with every long second that passes, it only hurts more. “She’s been with Marcus. She knows about him.”
“Many people work for—”
“Been with,” I interrupt him to emphasize, “she was his lover.”
His fingers graze mine as he takes it. A hot and longing need for him is threatening to consume me. With my eyes closed, I try to ignore what the rough feel of his touch does to me. It’s like a sparkler, hot and brightly lit, yet quickly extinguished. A part of me yearns to move forward, to light my entire body. I’ve always been weak for him. My soul in love with his, needing his. I keep my eyes closed even when I hear him turn the pages.
I left this man years ago but in this moment, it feels like I’m leaving him again. Simply because I refuse to give in. It feels like I’m running although I’m merely standing still in front of him.
“She wrote detailed descriptions of every location he took her.”
“We have intel on his habits and the locations of his businesses.” Seth speaks calmly, as if the information gathered in front of him is nothing new. With my eyes widening, I finally look at him, and then my body jumps when he tosses the heavy notebook down on his desk. The slap ricochets through my body.
“Like I said,” he says and my gaze falls to his throat, watching the cords tense as he swallows and adds, “you’ll do everything I say.”
“There are more,” I tell him quickly, ignoring his statement and even I can hear how begging my tone is.
I’ve fallen for this man once. If I do it again, I’ll cross the point of no return. I’m sure of it.
His gaze is hungry as he exhales with disdain. “Give me all of them,” he commands.
“I don’t have them with me.”
“You’ll bring them next time then,” he says. He’s bossing me around and telling me what to do.
“I’ll do what I please,” I bite out, remembering who I am.
Seth smirks at my response, appearing not at all flustered.
“It will please you,” he tells me and his tone is different. His cadence caresses every inch of my skin. Leaning forward, he rests his hand on my knee, and damn does my body respond to him. “I will make sure of that.”
“Seth,” I breathe his name.
“There are other things that need to be done first. I plan on taking my time.”
   
Seth

HEARING her whisper my name like that…
I want her more than I will ever admit. Just like I’ll never admit how dire the situation is with Marcus. I don’t have this information, but she’ll give it to me.
I burn for her to give me many things before that happens.
Her pain as I punish her. And her pleas for me to take her back.
One thing I’d planned to do since I moved back, one thing that has never deviated is sitting right behind her in the top drawer on the other side of the desk.
She watches me all the while and I wonder what she sees. What she thinks. What she feels. The drawer slides out with a creak and it’s the only sound in the office.
For a split second, I wonder if I should do it. If I should give it back to her. Laura needs to feel it though. She needs to know.
With the folded paper in my hand, I take a moment to clear off the left side of my desk, slipping a pile of folders inside the drawer. Now all that’s left is my laptop and a few odds and ends. The steel pen container is moved first. I set it on the windowsill behind me; clearing off what remains on the desk will take less than a minute. I want her ass right here, on this desk, once she’s done reading what I’m holding.
“This is for you.” I hand her the note, not going back on the promise I made to myself, although I know without a question of a doubt, that she’d get up on this desk right now with no hesitation. She needs that note first. I told myself for years that if ever I were to see her again, she needed to have it back. There’s dried blood on the edge of one side although it’s turned a dark brown now. There are other stains on the once clean paper as well. I can still see right where she’d cried and the paper took in her tears, seeping into the crisp creased folds and warping them. It’s harder to see it now though. It blends in with all the other evidence that the paper has existed for far too many years.
I watch her eyes as she unfolds the note. I watch her pupils dilate and note their glossy sheen as she rips her gaze away and looks anywhere but at me.
Her inhale is ragged and sharp.
“This isn’t for me.”
“It is. It’s for you to read. I’ve read it enough.”
The paper crinkles in her hand. The creases are so soft; I didn’t think it could crinkle anymore.
She needs to be reminded that she told me she’d love me forever.
She promised me she would. She can read it and know it every day of her life like I have since she left me.
“I want you to read it every day. It’s only fair—it’s what I did for years.”
Her voice is raw when she answers the command with, “At least you had a note,” and then tosses it onto the desk. Like she doesn’t want it.
I didn’t want it either. It would have been so much easier without it. If she’d just left me because she hated me.
“Is this what you want?” she asks as a tear rolls down her cheek, unable to hide it any longer. She angrily wipes it away.
“Partly,” I admit out loud and shock myself. Her disgust shows and she grabs her purse this time, as if she’ll leave.
“Sit down,” I command as her ass lifts from the seat. She stills where she is. Debating maybe. “We aren’t finished, Babygirl.” I meant for the word to get to her. Not to me. But it settles in my chest, spreading the ache I’ve been doing my damnedest to suppress.
She’s slow to take her seat, but she does.
“Want to know what I missed?” I ask her although at this point, I’m just speaking my mind. No filter; I let it all out. “The way you say my name,” I say and close my eyes, focusing for a moment on the motions of my thumb. Tap, tap. “I missed it.”
Even with my eyes closed, I can feel hers on me. I swear my body knows hers. The vulnerability of it all wanes as I flick through the scenes of what happened when she left.
“I missed the taste of you,” I comment lowly and tilt my head when I look back at her. Her skin is a gorgeous blush color and her pale blue eyes are rimmed with a pink that matches her complexion. Desire dances between us. My cock hardens and her thighs tense as her inhale skips.
“I remember thinking one night,” I say and point to the desk, “as I read that note, is any pussy that good?” Hardening my voice, I remind her of the anger.
She needs to be punished. She has to be.
Her red-rimmed eyes fill with lust. There’s an undeniable heat.
“I want to taste you, Laura,” I say and then realize it’s not a command. She needs to be told what to do though. And every action reinforced.
Desire outweighs the rage. It outweighs everything. The image of her under me, her thighs parted, enters my mind. It’s all I can focus on. With my zipper pressing tight against my erection, I get up from the chair and tell her to strip. I add, “I want you down to nothing.”
I think, for a moment, there’s no way she’ll do it.
“Say please,” she retaliates, although it’s softly spoken and submissive, laced with a sadness too. A new roar of fire ignites inside of me.
“Please,” I say and my voice comes out deeper, from a raw place inside of me as I lean forward, “Get your ass up here.”
The hesitation in her expression is clear, but that doesn’t stop her from toeing off her heels. She’s quick to obey me. The hope that blooms from that knowledge is unwanted.
“I want you here,” I say and splay my hand on the space to my left I cleared moments ago. All but the notebook and my laptop, which I move now, keeping my head turned as I go and pretending like I’m not obsessed with the peripheral image of her doing exactly what I tell her to do.
The balls of her feet pad on the floor as she makes her way around to the other side of the desk, climbing on top of it. Her heavy breathing invades my senses and fuels the rapid pump of my heart. She’s naked, and I’m fully dressed. I swear if I were to move even a muscle right now, I’d take her, savagely and roughly on top of my desk.
Control. I grasp for it. I cling to it when her gaze searches mine for direction. I won’t be reckless with her. That’s why I lost her. Recklessness.
“Put your ass here and spread your legs.” My voice is even and she listens, bringing the sweet scent of her femininity closer to me. I don’t move, watching her crawl closer to position herself with her legs in front of her and her ass only inches from my hand on the desk.
My head falls to the side as she places one heel to the left of my hand. I let my nose brush against her calf, then kiss the inside of her knee.
“Seth.” She calls my name as if she’s falling and I don’t respond. Not for a moment and then another. I’m waiting for that other heel to be placed and her thighs to part for me.
It takes her a long minute to do it, but she does.
She’s propped up with her hands bracing her. Her breasts are small but they fall heavy, swaying slightly as she breathes.
Bringing my hand to her heat, I brush my knuckles against her soft flesh and then higher up her body, until my hand is at her stomach. “Down,” I command, pressing against the base of her sternum and pushing her to lie on her back.
Her body burns under my touch.
“You shaved,” I comment as I move my fingers back down. With both hands, I spread her thighs farther apart and she doesn’t protest in the least.
“You shaved, you chose a dress and heels, but you came ready to bargain.” I’m barely conscious of my own words as I stare at her pussy. Her clit is swollen and she’s already glistening with desire. I run my middle finger between her lips, playing with her, toying with her cunt and watching goosebumps spread along her skin.
“You had to know I’d take you, didn’t you?” I ask her. The way I’m seated, I can’t see her eyes. I’m glad for that because it means she can’t see my expression when she gasps as I push my finger inside of her.
She whispers the words, “I missed you too.”
A painful recognition spreads through me, suffocating me, knowing it’s true; it hurts to hear her say that even more. I lean down and take a languid lick, ignoring the longing in her response and focusing on how her back arches.
She’s hot and sweet. I lap at her, taking my time, from her entrance to her clit. A strangled moan fills the air along with the sound of her nails scratching on the desk. As if she wants to grab hold of something.
Letting a low groan come from my chest, I enjoy her, drawing this out. Her thighs close in on me when she writhes on the desk and it’s only then that I pull back.
She won’t get off. I won’t let her. I want her to miss it. To miss how I would do this to her the way I missed it.
“You don’t get to cum. Not until I decide you should.”
Standing up quickly, I push the chair back just as it nearly falls. I turn my back to her and when I hear her draw in a sharp breath, I tell her to stay.
“Don’t you dare move.” My heart pounds against my rib cage; maybe it’s desperate to get back to her. A cold sweat lines my skin. “You do what I say and when,” I state, reminding her of our arrangement.
“I told you no to that deal,” she whispers, the desire still coloring her upper chest, throat and cheeks. She doesn’t move though. I watch her to make sure she listens. Her eyes are closed as I slowly pace, ignoring her comment about her telling me no. I grab her throat with my right hand, feeling the pulse of her hot blood as she quickly looks up at me, wide eyed and full of concern.
“I missed that mouth of yours,” I comment and then lean down, kissing her harshly. I expect it to be short lived, but when she parts her lips ever so slightly, even with the taste of her still present on my tongue, I deepen it. And she does the same.
There has always been a disconnect with us. Our bodies do one thing; our minds tell us another. With the fever of lust covering every inch of my skin, I pull away from her, although my grip on her throat is unmoving.
“You’ll stay with me,” I say absently, telling her without thinking and my mind plays tricks on me. It goes back years ago. If only she’d stay with me.
“No,” she answers weakly, a raw vulnerability lacing the single word.
“You will and you’ll pay off the debt with your cunt.” I grasp for any reason at all for her to agree. To remember her guilt.
“Don’t be crass,” she bites out even as her voice trembles. She seems to come out of it, out of the haze of longing. Wiping the corners of her mouth, she stares back at me, not giving in to my demand. “I won’t do it, Seth.”
“Crass? Are you too good for that kind of language now?”
Even at my mercy, Laura’s strength shines through. I wonder what she looked like when she left me. I wonder if she cried. Derrick swore to me there’s no way she left without falling apart. I want to see her fall apart. I want to know what this version of her looks like when she does.
“I’m not yours anymore,” Laura tells me calmly, still lying spread on my desk. The taste of her is still present on my tongue.
“You owe me,” is all I tell her, firm and deliberate.
“You owe me too,” she whispers after a moment and the crack in her guard splinters. Suddenly, she looks all too familiar. I have to let her go. In an instant, the room feels colder. The ghost of her in my living room stares back at me. Cross-legged on the floor with the scent of smoke filtering through my lungs.
“I owe you?” I question with feigned disgust. She’s quick to sit up, to cover herself from me. The moment is lost. “What is it I owe you?” I dare her to answer me. To bring up her home, to bring up Cami. Fuck.
If she’d listened to me, if only she’d stayed close—I could have kept her safe. It could have been different. It didn’t have to end the way it did.
I’m so close to screaming the words. It didn’t have to end like it did. You should have listened to me. So close, I can feel them scratching up the back of my throat.
“I wish I’d never fallen in love with you,” she admits and scrambles to get off my desk. Stay still, I warn myself. Stay still. If I move, I’ll grab her. She reaches for her clothes, heedlessly throwing them on.
“You will stay with me. You will do everything I tell you to.” I give the commands as if all of her objecting will vanish. I still don’t trust myself to move. I swear I’ll lift her beautiful ass over my shoulder and lock her in a room.
“You wanted to humiliate me? To prove to me you could still have me if you wanted?” she questions with disdain and the thought of what she’s implying had not once occurred to me. Not once. I didn’t even know until a moment ago that I could have her.
“You have no idea what I want from you!” I don’t know why I scream. I don’t know why I shake as she zips up her dress and slowly faces me.
“Yes, I do, and I’ll tell you right now, Seth, it won’t happen. I won’t let it.”
“I left you alone for years. I won’t any longer,” I tell her and my words are rushed.
“I’m not a plaything. I’m not yours anymore,” she tells me as she grabs her heels from the floor.
“Yes. You are. That is exactly what you are.”
She turns from my heated gaze, frantically looking for her purse until she can snatch it, ready to leave me.
“You’ll come back tomorrow night. Five o’clock,” I say calmly even as a panic stirs in my blood watching her race out of the door.
I don’t follow her. I stay perfectly still, not trusting myself to move. It’s not until I hear her car start from outside that I brace myself against my desk. It’s still warm from where she laid herself bare for me.
The rev of her engine and the peeling out of her tires comes and goes until I’m alone.
She left me again. My eyes catch sight of the note on my desk. She left me again.
With a roar ripped from my throat, I grab the floor lamp and slam it against the bookshelf. Heaving in the darkened room, I can’t let go of it.
She left me again, but she’ll be back.
I’ll have her again.
She’ll be back.





LAURA
The bags under my eyes still feel heavy. I put on enough concealer to hide them though. I’m an expert at that now. I doubt anyone in this coffee shop can tell how much I cried last night.
With the small chatter and the subtle pop music, no one in Baked and Brewed is paying me any mind. I picked a table in the back corner and from here I can see everything in this place. It’s cute and quaint, smelling of freshly brewed coffee and cinnamon from something they just baked. The new shop is on the corner of Fourth and Washington. With walnut furniture, all simple and clean, but pops of mint green from the steel signs and chairs, it’s certainly eye catching. Every table has a short clear vase with a few sprigs of baby’s breath too. It’s all sorts of happy and relaxed in this coffee shop. Completely at odds with how I’m feeling.
But this is the place Bethany picked. And so I’m here.
Blowing on the hot cup of caramel coffee, their flavor of the day, I think back to last night. Back to the moment I know I lost myself as I wait for Bethany to walk in the front door.

IS any pussy really that good?

HIS VOICE IS deep and rough in my memory. I don’t know if I’ve made it up, rethinking about that moment time after time in such a short period, or if he really sounded like that. There was a sense of awe, followed by a sense of loss that coated his words. I was a fiddle for him to play right then and there.
I thought after he took that first lick he’d lift his head and meet my stare to tell me, “No, it isn’t that good.” Swallowing thickly, I force down a sip of the coffee, not tasting it at all.
The way he treated me… I’ve never let a man treat me like that before. He’s fucked me every way possible, but yesterday I let him touch me, not knowing if he respected me anymore. I’m ashamed I let Seth make me feel the way he did. The vulnerability is something I’ve never felt sexually with him and I hate it. I am ashamed and humiliated. I’ve never hated him before last night.
I’ve heard there’s a thin line between love and hate, but damn, I never knew how true those words were.
What’s worse is that I know it’s the same for him. He has a mix of love and hate for me. I could feel it. It’s all deserved.
That’s why I never should have gotten on his desk. The way I craved him loving me… it’s not possible for him to do that anymore. I should know better. That fleeting thought left me the moment his touch registered. I’m not interested in a hate fuck or being played with and treated as less than. If that’s what he thinks this will be, I’ll refuse, consequences be damned.
Seth’s not apologetic; he’s only demanding. It terrifies me most because I want to obey him. I want to do whatever he tells me because I am sorry. I hate what I did to him. I hate myself. He makes me hate myself.
Maybe a piece of me thinks he should be treating me like that… like I’m “less than.”
“You okay?” Bethany’s voice startles me and pulls me back to the present. Back to the hot mug I’ve got both hands wrapped around and the small ceramic plate of bite-size lemon cake squares.
“Yeah,” I answer Bethany, setting the mug down and listening to the bells above the coffee shop door chime as an older man makes his way out. I didn’t hear Bethany come in. “I didn’t see you come in,” I tell her.
As she pulls out the mint green metal stool on the other side of the table, the feet scrape against the floor and she simply stares at me.
There are at least six more patrons in the shop, a pair of maybe sixteen-year-olds—I don’t even know if the two girls at the far end should be sipping on those lattes—and a few single adults scattered around the place. One’s reading a book, others are scrolling through their phones and one man with white-as-snow hair is reading a newspaper. Bethany’s got her back to all of them and her attention is centered on me.
“Sorry I’m late. I got into a little thing at home.”
“Does it have to do with your sister?” I ask her in response, keeping my mind focused on the fact that everyone else has something going on in their life too. It’s not all about me. It never will be. There’s always someone else who needs help. It may seem inconsistent with logic, but that’s what gets me through. Bethany nods and I’m quick to tell her, “I’m here for you, you know?” I put my hand over hers on the table and she takes it and squeezes it but then lets go as she sits back.
She seems to look right through me when she tells me, “It looks like you need someone more than me, to be honest.” Bethany’s blunt. She’s always blunt. There’s a kindness about the way she says things, but it cuts straight to the heart of the matter. She’s a lot wiser than she appears, given how young she looks. She’s been through hell and I know all about it. She came out fighting though.
We’re silent as a waitress wearing a white apron with a mint green logo for Baked and Brewed stamped square on the front of it, places a cup of tea in front of Bethany.
“Thank you.” Bethany smiles and then her dark red lips leave a smudge of lipstick behind on the white mug. That lipstick is what we first bonded over. “Lipstick courage” is what she responded when I complimented the shade. Later that night, she told me the name of it and I ordered a tube without thinking twice. There’s a lot to be said about lipstick courage.
She stares at it a moment before tucking her brunette locks behind her ears.
“So, spill it,” she requests.
It’s been almost two weeks since I’ve seen Bethany and the last time we spoke in person things didn’t go so well. It was my fault and I can still feel the distance between us. I hate it. Rubbing my hand down my face, I come to a certain realization. Seems like I’m full of hate today.
“I owe you an apology—”
“Stop it,” she says, cutting me off. “You already apologized, for one.” She swallows without looking back at me. It looks like she’s lost weight since I’ve seen her. Meeting my gaze, she says, “Second, I know now.”
“You know what?” I ask her, my fingers reaching for the ceramic mug.
Even with concealer under her eyes, I can tell she hasn’t slept. Or maybe I’m just making it up, and I want to avoid talking about me, and move the conversation to her dilemma.
“That you know Seth,” she confesses. She leans forward and says, “You knew him when I dragged you to his car. You could have told me.” The last sentence she practically whispers and as she says it, I retract my hands from the table and move them to my lap.
“How do you know?”
“Jase.” Bethany’s answer is the name of her now-boyfriend. And Seth’s employer. It’s odd to think of Seth working for someone. He was never the type to take orders from anyone other than his father. He was bred to rule. It’s simply who he is.
“What else did he tell you?” I question, my words coming out carefully. I feel a sick prickling along my skin. Bells chime above the café door and the sound steals my attention for only a fraction of a second. It’s all too intense. Whenever Seth is involved, it’s too intense.
“He told me not to tell you… so shhh, don’t tell anyone I told you.”
I roll my eyes as I comment, “As if I ever would,” and try to take another sip of coffee. Again, I can’t taste a thing.
All I can wonder is how much Jase knows. Did Seth tell him something? Did he tell him everything? I haven’t told a soul. I can’t even speak it out loud.
With a prick at the back of my eyes, I ask Bethany, my voice cracking, “Did he tell you what happened when I left? What made me leave?”
Her thick hair swishes as she sips her tea, never taking her eyes off of me. Maybe she’s waiting for me to tell her, but there’s not a chance in hell I will. I can’t. I can’t tell her about Cami.
With the silence separating us and adding an air of dread to our corner of this little café, Bethany tells me, “He only said that you two were together back when you lived in California and then you left.” I nod. I fled, I ran, I took off. Left seems like such an insignificant word.
She adds when I don’t respond, “Jase said it looks like Seth followed you here.”
“He didn’t.” I’m quick to correct her. Derrick told me he didn’t. If he had, he would have come for me sooner. “He didn’t come here for me.”
Why does it hurt so much? Why does my heart twist and turn before going thud, thud, then pausing in my chest?
“Jase seems to think otherwise. I walked in on him and Carter talking about it.”
The furrow of my brow works in time with my curiosity. My interest, and my concern piqued, I lean forward to question, “Why were they talking about it?”
Bethany shrugs, as if it’s not a big deal. I don’t want my name to be spoken by either of those men. The Cross brothers aren’t known for generosity. They’re brutal. Especially Carter. That sick prickling heats and makes my entire body burn with anxiety.
“Why did you leave?” she asks me and I’d be grateful for the change of subject away from the Cross brothers, had it been any other subject.
My finger plays at the rim of my mug, gliding along it as I inhale and exhale, forming the words in my mind first. I’m careful and deliberate with my answer when I say, “Things got hard and a bad thing happened to someone close to me.” I peek up and Bethany’s eyes are assessing. She’s the best nurse at the Rockford Center, in my possibly biased opinion. It’s one of the reasons I was drawn to her. She’s damn good at what she does and she loves people in general. She loves making a difference and helping them. “Don’t you dare treat me like one of the patients,” I warn her.
Putting her hands up in the air, she protests that she never would. “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s okay.” She resumes her position and cocks a brow at me before adding, “I won’t push you.”
Her reaction actually makes me huff a humorous laugh. “I’ve literally heard you tell that to patients.”
She joins in my humor, giving me a genuine grin. It lightens the mood slightly, and I’m grateful for it. “I can’t talk about it and get worked up. We’re in a coffee shop, for fuck’s sake. I don’t even have mascara with me to touch up.” I look her square in the eyes and see my friend again. The bond nearly physical between us, I joke, “I can’t walk out of here with black streaks down my face.”
She agrees, saying, “This place doesn’t have a bathroom either. So no crying…” and then she persists in order to understand, “…but you left, you were emotional. The breakup was mutual?”
“Not really.” My gut churns with my response.
“So you left him?” Fuck it hurts to hear her ask that. My heart agrees, stalling and refusing to resume beating until I respond. I nod and give a small yeah, ignoring the pain that claws at my gut.
There’s no way in hell I’m going to be able to eat those lemon cake squares.
“And then he moved back but he’s been here for a while and …” I trail off and when Bethany doesn’t say anything, I steel myself to confess the truth to her.
“And the night at the shopping center, our night out was the first time I’d seen him and spoken to him.”
I’m surprised by the sorrow that worries Bethany’s expression when she says, “And I just let you go with him. I’m sorry.” Her voice cracks.
“You trusted him,” I say to defend her and make sure that defense is audible. “It had to happen, Bethany. It was bound to. I’m happy you were with me when it did.”
Her smile is weak, and the conversation pauses for a moment while she composes herself. “What did he say?” she asks once she’s finally got a grip on her regret.
How do I tell her he didn’t say a word to me? Again that shame rises at the fact I’d let a man get to me the way he did. More than that, protectiveness spreads through me. I find myself wanting to defend Seth. I don’t want her to think of him like that. He wasn’t always an asshole she’d hate this very second if she knew what transpired.
He was good.
I did this to him.
With a shuddering breath, I skip over the details of that night, only giving her the bare essentials: He dropped me off and told me to meet him last night.
Telling her what happened yesterday proves to be difficult too. I don’t know how much of my perception is real. Was he cold to me like I remember? Or was he waiting to see what I’d do, like I was doing with him?
“It looks like more happened than just that, Laura,” Bethany prods, when I try to gloss over it.
“The thing is, I’m not okay. Not emotionally. I keep finding myself back in that place I was when I left. It’s like I’m grieving all over again.”
“So this is about the bad thing that happened to someone close to you? Or leaving Seth?”
“I think both,” I admit to her, truly unsure.
“An emotional state isn’t linear.” She reminds me of something I already know, and her eyes tell me she knows that I know.
“I know, but grief is supposed to be in stages and—”
She cuts me off, her voice pleading with me to understand. “Those stages misrepresent emotions. I just got into this with Aiden.” She makes that last comment under her breath, fiddling with her napkin and then popping a lemon square in her mouth. Aiden is our boss at the Rockford Center. We don’t always see eye to eye on things. It’s good for the patients though. If one method isn’t helping them, we have others.
“No, I know, and I agree with you. The stages are a depiction of the mental capacity to deal with shock and stressors that are too much to handle. Denial isn’t an emotion, it’s a coping mechanism. The stages are a timeline and they move in order and never in reverse because it’s about coping, not about emotional ability.” I stress the last line with the side of my hand hitting the table. “Yesterday, it felt like I was on a roller coaster, a scary one that I don’t want to be on, and it kept moving back without warning, sending me down the same hill I ran from.” The emotions, the wretched feeling I’m describing—it all creeps knowingly toward me again.
“It’s not the stages of grief you’re talking about. It’s simply loss.”
“It is,” I admit quietly and close my eyes. “I’m feeling the loss all over again.”
“Losses,” she says, stressing the plural, “and memories… they’re chaotic, they come and go as they please with no patterns at times. They can be triggered.”
“Well him being back in my life…” I start to tell her, grabbing hold of the reason, and therefore a semblance of control. “Seth saying…” I almost tell her Babygirl, but I don’t want to give Bethany that much. It feels like a violation of what we have. “Seth saying my name…” I look her in the eyes only after I’ve spoken the last line of deception and continue, “It’s bringing back a lot of shit for me.”
“That makes sense.” She nods in understanding, and it helps. It makes such a difference just to feel understood. “You’re wrecked. You look it, too.”
“Well thanks, bestie,” I joke and it makes us both ease into a short laugh. I have to sniffle, although I haven’t cried and when I do, she continues.
“So you are emotional… in a negative way.”
“Right.”
“Were you afraid of what he’d do?”
“No, I was afraid of how he’d make me feel.”
“How did he make you feel?” she asks.
“All sorts of ways.”
“But did you get butterflies?” There’s a note of optimism in her question.
I peek at her over my coffee, taking a large gulp and praying it gives me energy I desperately need. It’s only lukewarm now. “Yeah, I got all sorts of butterflies.” Every scene from yesterday washes over me. And even if he was… harder, harsher even, a heat I can’t deny betrays my pride. “He…” I can’t finish the statement without a blush warming my cheeks.
With wide eyes and an eager grin, Bethany reacts and says, “Oh my God, you’re blushing. Since when do you blush?”
A laugh bubbles from my lips and I shake my head. I swear Seth will always give me butterflies. As if in response to that thought, my heart flutters that odd beat and I place my hand over the wild thing, trying to calm it.
“So …” Bethany presses.
“He thinks he can tell me what to do and I’ll simply be his.” For the second time today, I roll my eyes. It’s followed by a smirk though as I add, “But he went down on me yesterday.”
If it’s possible, her eyes go even wider with this confession.
“He didn’t get me off, though.” I don’t hide my disappointment.
Her response is comical and gets the attention of the older man with thin white hair as she exclaims, “Bastard!”
I smile into my coffee, sipping it. Even though it’s not hot, it’s delicious. “Yeah, he’s a bastard. It’s a little more serious than the way I’m saying it,” I confess.
“The Cross brothers are always a little more serious.”
“He’s not a Cross brother.”
“He’s one of them. And they are more… intense. I understand that.”
The air changes between us at the reminder of the occupation of our love interests, if I can even call Seth that anymore, making the lighthearted conversation steer back into the severity it will always claim.
“Sorry you didn’t get off,” Bethany says, trying to keep it light even though I know she can feel it too.
“Don’t worry. I got myself off last night to spite him.”
She laughs first and then I join in.
“Were you thinking of him?” she questions and even though I don’t laugh anymore, there’s still the hint of a smile on my face when I nod. It’s a sad smile though.
I thought of who he used to be. I don’t tell her that.
Bethany chuckles and downs the rest of her tea. I don’t laugh anymore. All the memories flicker back to me, ending with Cami and I have to set my mug down. Guilt worms its way up my throat, knowing I haven’t told Bethany about Cami.
“You didn’t tell me any of this in all the years we’ve been friends, you know?”
“I didn’t tell anyone. I just wanted to forget.”
“I get that. Doesn’t look like you’ll be able to forget now.”
“I don’t know how I’ll get through it,” I respond absently, not realizing how true the statement is until it’s out there.
“You’ll figure it out. You’re a smart girl.”
“Not when it comes to him.” My heart tumbles at the very thought of him. Which reminds me… “I need to swing by the pharmacy and head out,” I tell Bethany as I reach down to my satchel on the floor and search for my keys.
“Birth control?” she questions.
“Arrhythmia.”
She blinks rapidly, a frown marring her face before picking up her teacup again. “I didn’t know. I’m learning a lot about you today.”
Worry and panic dance in the pit of my stomach. It’s a short little number, but I know why. I’m afraid Bethany won’t like me if she learns it all.
“I was diagnosed right before I left California. I didn’t get the pills until after I’d moved away. You know how it is, I got busy with school and work. I didn’t have any symptoms so I didn’t refill my meds over the years. But I can feel it now.”
“You shouldn’t play around when it comes to heart problems.” Bethany’s comment sounds like something Cami said once. With a chill stretching lazily down my spine, my gaze catches a woman in the window the second I think of Cami. She’s gone before I can see her fully. It was just a profile, but I swear it was Cami. She looked just like her.
“Hey, seriously,” Bethany says and reaches out her hand, grabbing my right hand that’s gripping the keys so tight I can feel the sharp edges digging into my fingers.
“Get your medicine and take it.” She talks to me the way she does with the patients she cares so much about.
If I had any energy left, I’d tell her to knock it off. Instead I answer, “I know. I will.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
“You need to sleep too,” she adds as she reaches for her purse and we both stand. It’s the first time I get a full view of her getup. She looks like she’s going out on a date in that black silk blouse and dark jeans. “You look like you didn’t sleep at all.”
“I took sweets last night to help.” My comment stops her dead in her knee-high, black-leather-booted tracks. “It’s just to help me sleep,” I add to justify it. “I had a vial in my medicine cabinet from years ago when I first moved here.”
“Sweets? Where the hell did you get sweets?” The surprise is just as evident in her voice as the contempt. As if I’m some sort of drug addict. She knows just as well as I do that plenty of our patients know exactly where to get all sorts of drugs. A lot of them self-medicate before they’re even diagnosed.
“I had problems sleeping a while back,” I explain to her, willing her to calm down. “A patient at the center said it would put me to sleep in an instant.”
“You trusted the crazies?” Bethany says and eyes me like I’m a damn lunatic.
“No,” I object, “although, eventually yes.”
With her eyes closed, she looks like she’s praying for mercy and patience. “I couldn’t sleep; everyone could tell. Margret mentioned it every day. I tried melatonin, valerian—I even tried NyQuil for fuck’s sake, until that wasn’t working anymore. I tried everything I could get over the counter.”
“You couldn’t just go to the doctor’s to get something?”
I shrug and say, “I tried everything; sweets were my last option. But it worked. It just lets you sleep.”
“You know the men who sell it.”
“It helps with addiction… you just sleep through the withdrawal.” I try to justify it, but the truth is that the entire reason I resisted taking my patient’s advice at first is because the sweets are dealt by the same men who sell everything else on street corners.
“If you say so,” she says lowly and crosses her arms.
I’m quick to change the subject and ask, “When do you come back to work?”
“On Monday,” she tells me and then counts the days. “Just four more days. I wish this weekend would be over already.”
“I just switched my shift for tonight. I have today off, but I’ll be working tomorrow and Sunday. I think I’m on for Monday too.”
“Good, let’s talk then?”
“Of course. I have to tell you what you missed at work too.” I scrub at my tired eyes, careful of my mascara. “The world is changing quickly, isn’t it?”
“Yeah it is. Go get your prescription.”
“Love you,” I tell Bethany. Gratitude swarms me knowing I have her as a true friend.
“Love you too,” she tells me earnestly, pouting her lip just slightly and pulling me in for a tight hug.
I think about how I truly thought Cami would be the last person to ever say those words to me.
When I left, I knew Seth would never forgive me, because I couldn’t even forgive myself. I bought a new place with the cash, I settled down and went to school. I didn’t talk to a soul though. I was dying inside until I met Bethany.
Bethany hugs me tighter when I try to let go. She’s stealing the method I use. Only two months ago, I did the same to her. I laugh a little, and she tells me again she loves me. It breaks me so I hold her back even tighter.
“Have hope,” she whispers when I don’t let go, bringing to mind the image of Seth and me together. I finally unwrap my arms from around her and close my eyes, telling her goodbye for now. When I open them, I swear I see that woman outside the window again. The coldness comes back and I swear she looks just like Cami from the back. Goosebumps travel quickly, gracing every inch of my skin.
“Laura?” Bethany’s questioning voice rips me away from the woman and when I look again, she’s gone.
“You okay?” My friend’s tone is full of concern so I force a smile, ignoring the coldness that washes over me. “Yeah, yeah, I’m okay.”
“Love you,” I whisper when the chill comes back and I feel eyes on me once again, but I don’t dare look to my right, toward the window.
“I love you too,” Bethany tells me. My words weren’t meant just for her though.





SETH
Secrets get you killed in this business, but Laura doesn’t have a damn thing to do with them. No one needs to know anything more about her other than what they can discover on their own.
“Who is she?” Jase still isn’t letting up. He’s asked me twice already today. Irritation swells in my chest as I release a silent exhale and school my expression.
My gaze stays glued to the clock behind the bar and the checklist repeats in my mind. It’ll be different today with Laura.
I’ll approach the situation with control. She needs it, but I need it more.
Last night I wasn’t myself. Tonight, things will be different.
With the tick of another second gone by, I’ve forgotten all about Jase and his fucking prying.
“You don’t trust me?” he questions and an inkling of uneasiness creeps through me. The floor-to-ceiling windows in The Red Room offer little light as I grab my jacket. With rain threatening, the sky is darker than it should be for 3:00 p.m. The bar isn’t open yet and I don’t plan to be here when it does. When she has a day off, so do I. Simple as that.
I came for the meeting earlier, which is now over. All the men in charge of different operations were called to discuss the new developments overall. A management meeting, so to speak. Although the brothers never tell all of us everything. Trust and secrets go hand in hand.
The bar is quiet; it’s just Jase and me left on this floor.
Slipping on my jacket, I finally face Jase, my back to the front door.
“I don’t trust you?” I say, echoing his question back to him. Letting him see the ridiculousness of his statement. I don’t trust easily, but I trust Jase. In those meetings, I know all the players and the information that is shared. If any details are omitted, I know why. I’m part of the inner circle and clearly a trusted member of his team. So yes, I trust him.
“It’s hard to tell with you keeping secrets.” He’s pushing me, pressing me for information I’ve made clear I don’t want to give. Worse, he’s been digging for it anyhow.
“You know I trust you with my life,” I speak under my breath and with an edge of warning, hating that I have to say the words out loud.
“It’s not about that.”
“What’s it about then?”
“Secrets, Seth. It’s about the fact that you’re hiding something.”
“I have this… alert…” I start to tell him and then second-guess myself, but not for long. “When I moved out here, I had a friend set it up. I had to know who was looking into me. So any time someone searches for me, digs into my past… I get an alert.” I pause and note how quiet he is. “The searches were constant when I first started working with you. You know how it is. You need to know if someone’s looking into you and what for. Fuck, I know Declan has the same or something similar active on every single one of the names associated with your family.”
“Declan does?” Jase questions. He knows I’m close with his youngest brother. Closer to him than I am with any of the other Cross brothers. Jase narrows his eyes, like he hasn’t caught on yet.
“He has one for Bethany too.”
“When did he make one for Bethany?” he asks, truly unaware.
“I asked him to make one for her when you went to her house that first day.”
“That first day?”
Instead of answering his question, of telling him how much I had his back when it came to Bethany, I continue. “I made one for Laura too. I did it the second she left me. And I know you already know. I know when anyone’s looking into her. I know you know who she is.” I take a step forward, feeling the expensive suit jacket get tight around my shoulders. Cocking my brow and keeping the air between us as light as I can, I say, “So answer me this, who doesn’t trust who?”
Jase’s smirk is slow to form but it does, easily enough. The smirk and resistance for him to admit it bring that irritation back to the surface. I struggle to keep hold of my restraint. Maybe he can’t feel the rage that’s seeping into my remarks. I can though; the heat, the tightness in my chest. My jaw’s clenched when I tell him, “I’m aware you already know the answers you’re asking for. You’ve been looking into my background and then hers for weeks, yet you pretend like you don’t know who she is?”
His gaze doesn’t leave mine. Instead he stares back with a friendly look, although the intensity is at odds with the darkness in his eyes. “Don’t get pissed. Since when are you this sensitive?”
“Sensitive?” I dare to bite back in what’s nearly a snarl. “She’s mine. And she doesn’t concern you. I told you that. You don’t need to look into her background.”
“The fuck I don’t.” He puts on a façade that this is a relaxed conversation, but the tension grows around us by the half second. “Everything you do concerns me. Concerns all of us. You bring her in, whether you see it like that or not, and she’s around us. She has access to the same information we do, how we act, where we are. I know her name, her résumé and credentials. I need to know more. We need to know more.”
“Like what?” I question. “What do you need to know?”
“What does she want with you? And what do you want with her?” His questions are blunt and I break the hard stare between us to look back at the darkening sky behind us.
I answer him and my voice is low, barely speaking, “I don’t know. I have no fucking clue and that’s the truth.”
“I’m going to need you to be careful with her.”
“Why’s that?” I say and turn back around to face him. Who the fuck is he to tell me what to do with her? “Is she a threat?” The menacing tone is more than apparent in my question.
“She’s Bethany’s friend.” All emotion is restrained in Jase’s voice. His answer is simply matter of fact. It takes me a long moment to realize what he’s getting at.
He adds, “I don’t need you interfering, messing with Bethany’s head or getting to her.”
Jase is my boss. He’s powerful in ways I gave up any interest of being. So I glare back at him, listening to the thud in my chest and for the first time it feels the same as the first time I was arrested. With nothing else to do but wait, I slammed my fists over and over against the cinder block walls of the cell. Thud. Thud. Thud.
Licking my lower lip, I let my response linger on the tip of my tongue. Tasting it, debating it before finally looking Jase in the eyes to say, “She’s always been mine and that’s the only answer you need.”
Taking a step back, I pivot on my back heel and turn my back to him. The soles of my polished oxfords groan as I turn on the waxed floors of the high-end bar. The bar I helped build. Carefully and quietly guiding Jase. I’ve done more than enough for them. They will not interfere. Or I’ll make them regret it.
“At least you can admit that,” Jase calls from behind and I pause. “You think it will stay that way?”
His question is met with a rise of anger. “What do you want from me?” I practically sneer the question as I whip around to face him and close the distance in an instant.
“To know what you’re going to do. That’s what I want, Seth.”
“Leave her alone. She’s mine and I’ll take care of her how I want to.”
Jase’s clean-shaven jaw flexes at my defiance. With his dark jeans and light gray Henley he doesn’t look like the man I know him to be. He’s far too charming in his appearance. Far too laid back. Everything he does is intentional. Showing up to a meeting like this today, I knew he’d dispense bad news. It’s all in delivery, in appearances. “Maybe I haven’t been clear enough,” I speak plainly, calmly, so that nothing can be misinterpreted. “I have no intention of sharing information about her. She’s mine and she’ll remain separate from the business. There are no exceptions.”
“We have Marcus and Walsh both breathing down our necks. The batch of sweets that was stolen, our man murdered and even though we framed it like we planned it that way, we still don’t know who did it.” Jase pauses, his eyes searching my own.
“We’ve got problems, Seth. We can’t find the stolen product. There’s too much shit going on and too many unanswered questions. I don’t like it.” I nod, hearing the sincerity and concern. The bar is silent as the tension wanes. “I don’t like you giving me even more questions and not answering them.” He slips his hands into his pockets and I take a half step back. “She is an unknown variable. A distraction when you should be focused.”
“I still have it for her,” I admit to him.
“Have it?”
“Whatever it is that you get with a girl,” I say.
Jase only nods, his dark eyes assessing. Wondering if I’m telling the truth. I’m wondering too. I know I’ll tell him whatever he wants to hear so he’ll back off.
“She’s mine. She won’t be a problem.”
“You can guarantee that there won’t be a single problem from this?” he asks although it’s evident he already has an answer. Like he can sense the problems that will arise.
“She isn’t a problem at all. More than that…” I pause as I decide to give him the intel she gave me yesterday, even though I haven’t read it all yet.
“There’s a former resident at the center your girl works at—Delilah something—she has drawings of the places Marcus took her.” His sharp eyes narrow at me, as if I’ve been keeping back information. He can fuck off with that.
“I’m going through the notebook but it’s old. Laura’s got more and she’s bringing them today. I’m going through them, with Declan of course.”
“Declan knows?” The fact that Declan’s in on it has the hair that must’ve risen on the back of his neck falling back into place.
“Of course,” I answer and give him a knowing look. “I talked to him before he left the meeting. He said not to transfer anything digitally. So I’ll mark the pages I think may be worth a damn and give them to him.”
“I’m curious to see if anything is relevant,” Jase says easily, his shoulders relaxing for the first time since he’s entered this damn bar.
“I know it’s been tense with the shit Walsh and Marcus have been pulling. You don’t have to question where my loyalty lies.”
“It’s not your loyalty I’m worried about.”
“What is it then?” I ask him straight up. I need to put this to bed. Jase breathes in deeper, looking more tired than he has in a long damn time.
He shakes his head, which renews a surge of irritation. “There’s something I haven’t told you.” He talks as he runs his hand down his face.
“Is that right?”
“We got a message from Marcus. Mailed with no return address, no postage or prints… It’s his handwriting though. Something about Fletcher’s right-hand man.”
Hearing the name Fletcher sends a trail of unease down my spine.
“When?” I ask.
I’m answered with a question of his own. “Who’s Fletcher?” He adds, “Yesterday. Just after you left.”
“A dead man,” I answer him. “Fletcher is long dead and in the ground. Can I see the note?” I ask, letting him know I remember where my place is in this organization. I’ll make demands when it comes to Laura, but for business? It’s up to them. I don’t want to be in charge. I’m not interested anymore.
Reaching into his back pocket, he hands me the folded note:

WHICH WILL IT BE? Fletcher’s right-hand man? Or Laura’s father?

MY STOMACH SINKS and a cold wash of reality hits me hard. He knows. Marcus knows. Every hair stands upright on the back of my neck. Jase takes in every small change in my body language while reading that note. I know he does. The clenched jaw and difficulty staying still. I know he sees it all.
“What does it mean: Which will it be?” I ask him, repeating Marcus’s question. It’s harder and harder to breathe with this fucking tie on.
“I don’t know but do you see why I’m concerned now?”





LAURA
The door doesn’t open slowly, it’s wrested open with intent and impatience.
The wind wails behind me, blowing past my shoulders and slipping into the sides of Seth’s open jacket. It’s a dark gray today, slim fit and accompanied with a black leather belt that probably costs more than the most expensive pair of shoes I own. I’m not cheap with my shoes either.
With a shiver tickling my shoulders, I pull the delicate cardigan tighter around me.
“You’re early,” he says as his tone and posture change, softening. The harsh grip he had on the door slowly slips and that makes my breath catch. That the sight of me could do that to him.
“Who did you think I was?” I ask, realizing his greeting was meant for someone else. “You were expecting someone?”
“No one… but you’re never early.” He’s displaying more than a five o’clock shadow. He must not have shaved this morning. “Come in,” he tells me, opening the door and holding it until I pass through, walking past him with each heavy and foreboding step. The roar of the fire in the living room straight ahead isn’t the only sound I’m picking up on. There’s also the steady thumping in my chest, harder than I’ve ever heard it.
Maybe it wishes to flutter and skip for the man behind me. The man who places his large hand at my hip, squeezing gently until he presses his hard chest to my back.
Thump, thump. The beat in my chest rages against my rib cage. If only I hadn’t taken that pill, I know how wild my heart would be for him. Caged but uncontained.
He lowers his lips to the shell of my ear and I focus my sight on the fire; I barely noticed it yesterday. The flickers of yellow and orange flames slip through black stones in the modern fireplace. There’s no wood, no fuel to speak of, but it roars intensely.
I can hear the moment he parts his lips, and my eyes instinctively close.
“Tell me why you’re early, Babygirl,” he whispers and the gentle tickle of his warm breath travels down my shoulder, both front and back. Eliciting a warning down my spine yet the goosebumps cause my nipples to perk and my core to heat as it travels down my front.
His hand moves to the front of my hip, curving against it.
“I didn’t like the waiting,” I answer him.
“No dress today?” he asks a little louder this time, less inviting, with less desire and more intrigue.
Instead of responding verbally, I shake my head. The crook of my neck must be more sensitive with his stubble rubbing against it as his thumb slips along the waistband of my favorite pair of blue jeans. I know it’s more sensitive because even the shake of my head brings a spark of knowing as the strands of my hair brush along my heated skin.
I have to step out of his hold just to breathe. I take one step in my tan leather booties and look down at myself. Dark skinny jeans and a simple oversized cream cardigan covering a blush tank top. It’s a more casual look than yesterday’s. “I had a date before you,” I comment, subconsciously teasing him.
I can see an alternate life in this instant. One where I’d never left him, one where we’re still together and the vision gives me shivers. In my mind, I watch as I place my purse down on the coffee table, taunting him about my coffee date until I confessed it was only Bethany. And he smiles all the while, knowing I was toying with him, knowing he had me all to himself. I can practically hear the laugh I make when he jumps on the sofa in front of us I’d so casually laid on, giggling as he slips between my legs and nips my neck for teasing him.
Another life, a different one.
But I can feel it.
“I know you were with Bethany.” Seth’s response is all business and the moment he steps around me, not touching me, his absence gives me a different kind of coldness.
The one that lingers with this reality.
“You’re tracking me?” I question him although it falls flat. Of course he is. He doesn’t even bother to answer. “Spies?”
Again, I get no answer. He simply walks to the kitchen, a small one at that for the large, open-concept main floor.
I listen as he pours the drinks, noting how there’s no art on the wall except a single piece. It’s a black-and-white modern artwork, very sexual with the silhouette of a woman’s figure straddling over a chair. It’s so close up, and the contrast muted, that at first glance, it’s only lines. Abstract art with no meaning. But then I can see what it is clearly, because I remember the day he took that photo of me.
My breath leaves me and I lose my composure the second I recognize it.
“I thought about getting rid of it.” Seth’s confession comes from the kitchen and rips me away from the memory I long to go back to.
His dark blue eyes pierce through mine, holding me captive as he lifts two glasses off the counter. “Sit,” he commands and caught in his trance, I move. I even place my purse right where I had in the fucked-up reality my head had conjured a moment ago. Instead of tossing it playfully, I set it down methodically and sit back against the gray sofa, gripping the edge of it and trying to hold on to my sanity.
“I bought it just before you left. Before that night. It hadn’t come in yet, but I got it for you.” My nails dig into the sofa, and suddenly the fire raging across from me seems too much. The heat is too overwhelming.
“I don’t like you bringing that day up,” I’m quick to tell him, feeling the anxiousness roll inside of me.
It’s quiet for a long moment. With my eyes closed all I can hear is the fire, followed by the sound of our glasses being set on the slick all-black coffee table and then of Seth drinking from his.
“It stayed covered for… it had to have been three or four years. I’d forgotten about it until I unwrapped it along with everything else that was shipped here.”
The sofa dips with his weight as Seth sits on the opposite end of the sofa.
“It stayed on the floor, leaning against the wall with its back showing, for a long time.”
I finally peek up at him through my thick lashes and dare to question, “Why? Why not get rid of it?”
“It was a reminder of what I lost. Those memories can give a man a lot of power. And motivation.”
I only nod my head before reaching for the glass. It’s cold and the beads of condensation are welcome when I grip it.
With my eyes on the painting, hung up to the right of the fireplace, not centered above it, I take a sip of the vodka and soda.
“Do you like it?” Seth asks easily. “I thought about taking it down before you came, but I wanted to know if you remembered.”
“My birthday,” I say, giving him the information he’d need to know that I recall exactly when the photo was taken. “I remember… I love it.”
His exhale is easy as he takes another drink. I watch as he swallows and he only glances at the art piece before looking into my gaze. “I thought you’d like it for the bedroom,” he admits and a flash of emotion plays in his eyes. He breathes out like his thought is funny before downing the drink and abruptly standing. “I couldn’t throw it out,” he says with his back to me as he walks to the kitchen. “I couldn’t touch it.”
As he makes himself another drink, not bothering with ice and simply adding more whiskey to his tumbler, I hold on to mine. Feeling the diamond pattern carved into the heavy lead crystal.
Even with the cool drink, my throat feels dry and tight.
“A painter hung it while I was out. He thought I meant to hang it. And I couldn’t touch it to take it down.”
“I’m sorry it bothered you,” I speak and my voice cracks before I down my own drink.
He’s there, placing his glass on the coffee table and holding his hand out for mine when I finish.
On his walk to the kitchen, he doesn’t respond to my comment other than to say, “Everything happens for a reason, doesn’t it?” Damn, do I hate that response right now.
He can’t hear my faint yeah from where I am as he stands in the kitchen. After handing me my glass, this one full to the brim rather than only halfway, Seth takes off his jacket and unbuttons his shirt.
My pulse quickens when he continues to undress himself until he’s only in his suit pants. I watch as he takes off his shoes, slipping his socks into them like he used to do. His muscles ripple with power and precision. The fire emphasizes every dip I crave to touch.
He’s older, his shoulders broader, his body more muscular and toned. I can’t take my eyes from his taut skin and the way his body moves. The warmth from the fire is nothing compared to the heat that kisses every inch of my skin while watching him.
“Getting comfortable?” I ask him. Again, nearly teasing. He looks up at me first, dropping his polished black shoes to the ground next to the fireplace, closest to the hall we walked down last time. With an asymmetric smirk, he comments, “You didn’t change, did you?”
“So much of me has changed,” I answer him without thinking about what to say. Without forming a list in my head of every aspect of my life that doesn’t at all resemble who I used to be.
With my manicured nail tapping along the glass, I speak up, telling him something I decided I had to confess hours ago when I was thinking about how tonight would play out. “I made excuses for you today.” My hardened voice and the confidence in it, makes him hesitate before he takes back his seat in nothing but those pants. Everything about him reads powerful and dominant. “I blamed myself for your actions.”
With his legs spread, he leans back with his drink, his gaze moving between me and the fire, but landing on me in the end when I don’t take my gaze from his.
He sips his drink rather than responding and I tell him, “I won’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Blame myself.”
“Then don’t,” he answers easily enough. My bottom lip wavers until I take another unsteady sip and close my eyes.
“What you did yesterday…” I trail off as I remember how I felt on his desk and the wave is an onslaught to my confidence.
The sound of him leaning forward forces my eyes to open wide, the sofa groaning, before I feel him closer to me.
“What did I do that was so wrong that you felt the need to make an excuse?” His question holds a taste of menace.
“You wanted to humiliate me.”
“The fuck I did.”
Anger rolls off of me in harsh and unforgiving waves. “Yes you did, you acted like I—”
“I wanted you to know how I coped with you leaving; I wanted you to feel it.” His words are rushed, pushed through gritted teeth. Clearly he’s referring to the note. Which is an entirely different matter.
“You had me lay on that desk so you could prove your power over me.” I know that’s why. I know it is and I can’t even breathe as I wait for him to deny it. “To demean me.”
He shakes his head. “I wanted to taste you again, that’s not humiliating.”
“Could any pussy taste that good?” I mock him, feeling that humiliation once again.
“I didn’t say it like that,” he speaks clearly, sucking on a piece of melted ice between his teeth. He lets it fall back to his empty glass. It pisses me off how he hides the emotion he clearly had a moment ago.
“How is that not humiliating?”
“I wasn’t aiming for humiliation,” he admits. His gaze unwavering, he fixes me with a calm and dominating stare, not moving. “I was just telling the truth.”
Not knowing how to respond, I move to the next item on the list. “Worse, you wanted me to feel bad about the note. You wanted me to feel guilty.”
“You are guilty. You’re the one who left.” Again his answer is matter of fact. Guilty. I can’t stand it. I can’t stand the word. As if all of this is my fault. The control he has makes me lose what little of it I have.
“You’re the one who didn’t change!”
“You’re the one who wanted me to change.”
I don’t know how I’m able to stand, my legs feel so weak. But I do, as quickly as I can, reaching for my purse to leave.
“Sit down.” Seth’s authority makes me pause.
“Everything hurts,” I admit to him. “I can’t be here without hurting. I can’t see you without hurting.”
When I look down at Seth, through the glaze of tears I hold back, I feel a wave of fear and desire mix. It swirls through my blood and I lose my own thoughts, my concentration. I lose everything to the way he looks at me.
“You’re going to do what I say, because you want to… and there’s no humiliation in that.”
“I never said I wanted to.”
“You’re here early, Babygirl. You didn’t have to say it.” Babygirl. The desire is immediate and warms everything. He stands and steps forward, taking my purse and tossing it back down onto the table. My breath comes faster, my head feeling lighter.
He whispers, his lips only inches from mine. “Know that I want you, too, because I stare at that painting every day, wishing I could go back to that moment.”
Taking his seat again, he repeats, “Sit down.” And this time I do.
“You’re going to obey me, because it will take that pain and that guilt away.”
I close my eyes slowly, careful to hold back any tears and calm myself down. “Not everything. I don’t agree to doing whatever you say.”
His answer is spoken with confidence. “You will. You’re better at it now than you were back then.”
“Don’t do that,” I say and glare at him. Feeling a wash of anxiousness.
“What?”
“Bring up the past.” My heart thrashes in my chest, as if it’s at war.
“You will do what I say, and I will be mindful of what I tell you to do and how I say it.” Seth’s proposition eases a burning pain that’s quick to ignite every time I think back to what used to be.
As he waits for me to agree or to continue this fight, I consider what he said… the guilt.
God it hurts.
“I just want it to stop,” I whisper, feeling the pricks at the back of my eyes.
“Want what to stop?”
“The guilt.” Admitting it out loud brings a torrent of emotion.
“Strip down,” Seth commands me, not responding to the emotion I’m clearly displaying. Not giving it any credence in the least. He doesn’t try to comfort me, and damn my desire, I want him to. I want to crawl into his lap, I want to beg for his forgiveness.
“Strip down to nothing,” he demands in a calm and controlled voice. His glass clinks as he sets it on the table and then leans back, his large hands clasped as he waits for me to obey.
The discord of what I want, what I need, who I am and what I used to be rips apart who I know myself to be.
The crackle of the fire feels like a whip against my bare shoulder when I slip off the cardigan. It glides slowly down my skin and I feel it settle against my shoes into a puddle of fabric. The blush tank top is harder to take off. Not physically, but emotionally.
I’m so aware of the fear. I feel like nothing when he looks at me. But I want to feel like everything. I have to close my eyes to do it, to pull the tank top over my head and do as he wishes.
“Look at me,” he says and it’s as though his command physically strikes me. Inhaling and exhaling, controlling my breathing and holding on to the fact that I refuse to leave here without trying, I do it.
I don’t know what I’m trying to do though. Even as I kick off my shoes and my jeans are stripped from me by my own hands, I don’t know what I want.
As if reading my mind, Seth sits up straighter on the sofa, his erection evident against his suit pants. The fabric is tighter along his length, outlining it and he rubs it once before telling me, “You want to feel better and so do I.”
I do.
God, I desperately do.
His eyes darken, the fire flickering within them. “Your bra and then your underwear.”
I do as he says. The clasp easily parting and the sound of my bra hitting the floor is louder than it ought to be.
When I step out of my underwear, I’m a half step closer to him, but before I give in and let go, I make him promise me something. “Tell me you don’t just want to embarrass me and toy with me.”
I can’t explain why it means so much to me. But I need to believe it’s more than that for him.
“I want to toy with you, yes. But you were never embarrassed before. Humiliating you doesn’t get me off.” His gaze roams down my body, his lips parted as he exhales. “I want you to listen to me. That’s what it boils down to. I just want you to listen to me.”
He has to look away, back to his drink that’s empty when he tells me the last bit. He just wants me to listen. He stalks off, leaving me naked as he goes back to the kitchen, feeling miles away.
He thinks if I’d listened things would be different. The whispered explanation brings a new hurt and new guilt.
“Stop it. Stop thinking. Do what I tell you to.” Seth reappears without a glass in hand.
So many years have passed but I still want to please him. I wonder if that will ever change.
“What do you want?” I ask him as calmly as I can. I can still remember the first time I was conscious of that desire. I wanted to please him.
As I watch Seth push the coffee table toward the fireplace, I recall that night.
It was at the old bar, the one my father used to leave me at all the time growing up. And it was just after his funeral. Derrick called me “Babygirl.” Derrick did. I knew him to be a friend of Seth’s. I even liked him. He would look out for me. It was he who welcomed me into the bar to wait for Seth.
I wasn’t Derrick’s Babygirl and my reaction must’ve told him as much. “Oh,” he’d said with a smile. “You want that just for Seth, don’t you?” His question wasn’t teasing, only knowing. At that moment Seth walked in. Everything was chaotic back then, after Vito was killed. Seth’s father was in charge; he hadn’t been murdered yet in the war for that territory. Still, Seth was needed and commanded more than anyone else. It was like his father was grooming him.
Seth came in and needed a beer. Looking distracted, he kept heading to the bar but man after man stopped him. They needed him and he gave them the time they wanted. Those days, he still walked me to and from home at night. Just me, not letting anyone come with us. He made time for me. We hadn’t even kissed, but he liked to touch me when I was around him. He always held my hand, touched my back; he’d run his finger down the back of my neck absently when Derrick talked to him. He hadn’t done a damn thing sexual, but it felt like everything to me that he wanted me near enough to touch. He never made the first move though. Not that quickly after things changed, and not for months later.
I was no one when it came down to it, and he was going to be everything. I could feel it.
I would only be his Babygirl. With that thought in mind, I got a beer for him and put it in his hand as he talked. I wanted to please him, and I had. The way he looked at me, ignoring whoever had been speaking, did something inside of me.
I can feel the same stare now as Seth rounds me years later. He did exactly what I expected him to; he ruled, like the king he was meant to be.
Myself, on the other hand? I wasn’t even strong enough to be his Babygirl.
“Did you sleep last night?” Seth’s question brings my gaze to his, makes me focus on the present.
“Some,” I answer honestly. He doesn’t look in my eyes when he stands in front of me, because he’s focused on my chest. It’s not until his hot touch grips my right breast and my head falls back just slightly that his gaze reaches mine. With his thumb and forefinger, he rolls my nipple and I have to bite down on my bottom lip to keep from moaning out at the sharp pleasure.
“Did you touch yourself?”
“What?” My eyes widen as I betray myself. I know it’s obvious. I’ve never been a good liar.
“You used to. You used to punish me with it too. Taking care of yourself and letting me know you had.” He squeezes my left nipple harder than the right, causing me to lean forward until he pulls back. A wave of pleasure rushes through me, stirring in my belly when he releases his hold.
With my lips parted, I breathe in deeply, sucking in a breath when Seth does it again. Both of my nipples, both at once.
“Look at me,” he commands and I do. Staring into the depths of his eyes as he rolls my nipples between his deft fingers. “Did it feel like this?”
“No,” I answer immediately.
“Did you think of me?” he questions and I hate to admit it, I hate knowing I thought of the good moments with him. All the nights I gave myself completely to him.
I can’t answer verbally, so I only nod.
He plucks them both at once and the hot sensation is linked to my clit. I nearly stumble from the pleasure.
“You’re a bad submissive.” Hearing him say submissive forces a smile to grace my lips. He turns away from me, moving to a chest that sits by the fireplace, just under the painting hung on the wall. Standing there, watching his muscular shoulders, I dare to toy with him. “You’re not my dom.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, Babygirl.” He stands up as he breathes out, holding a leather paddle in his right hand and slapping it down on the palm of his left. I instantly clench, feeling how hot and wet I am already. His burning gaze heats my own as he tells me, making his way to me, “Your body knows it. One day you’ll get it through that thick skull of yours.”
My body’s tense with the sight of the paddle. Braided strips of black leather are wrapped around the entire length. His gaze is heated when he tells me to bend over and grab the back of the sofa, but not to rest my knees on the cushion.
It’s awkward to stand like this, since I’m so short. I listen though, knowing full well he plans to use that paddle on my ass.
Thwack! He doesn’t waste any time. The moment both my hands grip the sofa, he spanks me with it. The burning pain ricochets through me, starting at my right ass cheek, and I swear, by the time it returns to my core, it feels like heaven. The pain and pleasure are braided together as tightly as the leather.
Seth takes his time, kicking my clothes out of the way before touching his palm to my heated flesh. He squeezes my sore cheeks and in return, I moan a strangled sound. Leaning my forehead against his sofa, I try to keep still when he smacks my ass with the paddle again.
“Three times,” he tells me before quickly bringing the paddle down again. The pain is more intense this time, the strike unexpected and I scream out in brutal agony as my legs buckle and beg me to brace myself on the cushion of the sofa. I don’t though; balancing on the balls of my feet, I make sure I stay where I am. My face is contorted until the leather slips through my thighs, brushing against my clit. He rocks it, letting the pleasure build as he wraps my hair around his other wrist and pulls back so I can no longer rest on the back of the sofa. “No more touching yourself or all of your punishments will be as hard as that last one was. Understood?”
With my eyes closed, I agree. “Understood.”
He’s never been like this before. Never with me. The control, the patience, I know that is his nature, but this is so much… more.
He releases me too quickly, far before I’m ready to let go and fall from the cliff of my release. The pleasure wanes, the pain of my punishment returns and I find myself needy and turning around to see what he’s doing.
I turn at the perfect moment, seeing him in all his naked glory as he kicks off his pants, the last remaining garment covering him from me. Every inch of his body reminds me of Adonis. He is sex personified. My inhale is sharp when he turns around, and his gaze is narrowed as he tsks me.
“I didn’t say you could turn around,” he scolds me, although the lust in his voice and the desire in his gaze are so clear, it feels nothing like a reprimand.
“You didn’t say I couldn’t,” I argue lustily, setting the side of my head back down, taking him in and letting him know just how much I want him. How much I need him.
“Keep your eyes on me then,” he speaks calmly as he walks behind me. With one hand stroking himself, I can already see the beads of precum at his velvety head. “How many men did you fuck?” he asks and I blink twice, rapidly.
Hesitating, he urges me to answer with his hand splayed on my lower back. He brings his knuckles up my back to my shoulders and then back down.
“It’s been eight years,” I tell him as if that’s an answer. His erection presses between my folds, thick and hard as he rocks against me. The groan he lets out, fuck, I could cum to that sound any night. He bends down when I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation. With his hips pressing against my ass and his cock nudging my clit, the pleasure builds again.
“Open your eyes,” he commands, his stubble brushing against my shoulder and I watch as he closes his own and kisses the crook of my neck.
I miss this.
I have dreamed of him doing just this for years.
“How many men did you fuck?” he asks me again, this time in a whisper, his warm breath sending shivers of want down my body.
“Many,” I answer him and remember how none of them compared. How at first it was hard trying to find someone who I could hide my past from, but share my present. Then it was simply about trying to find anyone who could fill a portion of the void.
Seth chuckles, deep and rough, his chest vibrating against my back. “You’re my little slut now.” His comment only makes me hotter for him.
“So tell me, my little whore, how many pricks got to play with what’s mine?”
“Not whore,” I argue, barely able to get out the words as I shake my head against the fabric and practically moan my reply. “Slut.” I repeat the word, clenching around nothing again and imagining him inside of me.
“My little slut,” he whispers and the feel of his warm breath along my skin brings the pleasure closer to the surface, closer to igniting all of me.
“How many pricks got to play with what’s mine?”
I stare back at him, unable to answer as he grips my hair at the back of my neck, still rocking his hips, still playing with me. Still wanting me.
I can’t speak as the pleasure builds.
“You’re not allowed to cum until I know how many times to deprive you. I need to know how many times.”
Defiantly, my back arches as my orgasm rips through me.
Seth stills behind me and I clench against the shaft of his cock. It’s a blinding pleasure. I can barely breathe.
“Ever defying me aren’t you, Babygirl?” Seth scolds me, taking more of my hair in his fist and pulling back when I look away from him. The tight grip sends a stinging pain along my skin, but it only heightens the pleasure.
“Does thinking about being punished get you off?” he asks.
“Thinking that you cared who I fucked… that gets me off.” The admission comes out willingly, easily.
Seth King still wants me. He wants me to be his. That realization comes with one of my own. I want to be his. I’ve been waiting to be his again.





SETH
It takes every ounce of control not to cum with her. Her cheeks are flushed, as pink as her ass where the braided marks have left impressions on her skin. She’s everything I remember and more.
The memories don’t do her justice.
Knowing how easy it was to get her off drives me insane. How much she still wants me, enough to let this strong woman, want to be called my little slut… fuck, I could cum without even entering her.
The fire at my back is nothing compared to the crackling air between us.
“How many?” I question her. Ignoring the screaming rage in my head, demanding she be punished for not listening to me. She wasn’t allowed to get off until I’d punished her for each and every one.
“Not enough,” she answers, her eyes closing but the moment I pull back on her hair, just slightly, just enough to control her, her baby blues sink into mine and she adds, “I tried to fuck the memories of you out of me.”
“Did it work?” With the question lingering between us, my heart slams against my chest, racing to get out of me.
“Not even for a single moment,” she whispers, and the pain creeps back into the depths of her gaze. The longing, the need.
I slam into her, my plan, my control, completely gone. I can’t restrain the need to have her, to take her and make her mine like she ought to be in this moment.
Deep inside of her, to the hilt, I watch as her neck arches, her head falling back with a wretched scream of pleasure. Her cunt spasms around my length, the warmth and heat stroking a desire that forces my balls to draw up. I could let go just like this. Gripping her hair, feeling her curves, hearing her screams and buried deep inside her as she orgasms from the forceful thrust.
A cold sweat breaks out along my skin, every inch of it covered, trembling with the need to move. I wait, letting her adjust, refusing to give in to the baser need.
A second passes, Laura’s body sags and that’s my cue to piston my hips. Control and desperation are at war with one another as I fuck her with complete possession. Pulling her hair back, I whisper along the crook of her neck, “You are mine,” never pausing the steady pace of my thrusts.
The sound of it, of my hips meeting her ass, mixes with the short moans that slip out of her parted lips every time I sink inside of her.
This. I have missed this dearly. I ravage her and nothing has given me more meaning in my life. Harder, faster; I fuck her more and more ruthlessly until Laura’s grip slips, unable to hold on. Letting go of her hair and wrapping my arm around her waist, I shove her to her knees, mine resting just on the outside of hers on the sofa cushion. I don’t miss a beat as she thrashes under me, screaming louder and with a frenzy she can’t control. Even the sound of her nails scratching against the sofa fuels me.
She screams my name. Mine.
“You’re mine,” I remind her. Whispering the heated truth. “You’re mine.”
“Seth,” she begs me, but I haven’t a clue what for. She could beg for anything now, and I wouldn’t stop. I can’t. But when I’d finished, I could have promised her the world, just to keep her under me.
“You’re mine.” The savage words are gritted between my teeth before I rake them down her slender neck. Her lips never close, her screams of pleasures and heavy breathing never pause. Her nails claw down my thigh as she reaches behind her and the hint of pain urges me to fuck her harder and faster.
She’s lost in the pleasure, limp and sated, but on the verge of cumming yet again. Her body trembles with the need but her glazed gaze and whispered pleas prove to me she’s uncertain if she can take it.
“Take it, Babygirl. You. Are. Mine. Take it.” I can’t stop. Not yet.
I can’t let go. Not until she admits it.
I won’t tell her to though. I won’t command her to acknowledge what I deserve to hear.
With both of my hands gripping her hips to keep her upright, she takes it all. For over an hour, I refrain, letting her cum time and time again.
I don’t let go until Laura screams out, pulsing around me, “I’m yours.”
   
SHE’S limp on the sofa, her thighs pressed together as she turns from side to side. Her skin is a beautiful pink, her hair a messy halo. She’s a vision of beauty and nothing less. “Mmm,” she moans, biting her bottom lip as she rolls onto her side again, swaying her legs and moving her hands to rest between her thighs.
“Did I break you, Babygirl?” I ask her.
“Hmm,” she breathes, her blue eyes searching for mine when she finally looks up. “Seth? You ruined me long ago.”
Her body trembles, even as she clings to me when I lean down to pick her up. The evidence of her giving into me surrounds us. From the damp spot where she was just laying, to the clothes strewn around the room.
Her cheek rests on my shoulder as I walk down the hallway, to my bedroom. “You’ll stay here tonight.” The statement seems to wake her, to make her more sober than she’s been for the last hour that I’ve had her at my mercy. Her grip slips on me, but I hold her just the same.
With a short intake of breath and a hesitancy in her touch, I expect her to protest. She doesn’t though. She doesn’t do a damn thing when I pull my sheets back, slipping her into the large four post bed and then covering her small body.
“Sleep.” I give her the command and her wide doe eyes stare up at me. The look in them is resistant and questioning, but she’s quiet.
It’s not until I’m leaving the room, until my back is to her and my hand is on the doorknob to close it behind me that she speaks up.
“Seth,” she calls out.
“Yes?” I question her, waiting for her defiance so I can shut it down. She will stay here tonight and any other night I want. She’s mine.
“The other notebooks… I brought the photocopies in a file box.” Her voice is clear and I debate whether or not she’ll even be able to sleep until she blinks. It’s slow, sleep longing to keep her eyes shut. When I don’t respond, I simply watch her figure, the moonlight playing with the shadows along her curves under the white comforter. My gorgeous girl. Then she adds, “It’s in my trunk.”
“I’ll get them. Go to sleep.”
She doesn’t agree. She doesn’t protest either. She simply watches me as I close the door, making a mental note to reward her in the morning.





LAURA
Even though I’m not there anymore, I can’t help thinking: it’s been a long damn time since I’ve woken up in someone else’s bed. I like to leave in the middle of the night, if I bother staying after a round in the sheets with a man. I only remember staying with one of the guys I’d actually slept with in his bed till morning.
And I never bring them back here. Never. My loft is my safe place.
So as the hot water sprays against my skin, feeling especially brutal against my ass, I think there’s only been one other time, one other guy who I’ve laid in bed next to and slept till morning.
I don’t even remember that poor guy’s name. It was a decent night, but I only stayed because I’d come off a long shift before the date. It was just fine. Everything about every other guy is always… just fine.
Turning around to wash away the soap that’s lathered on my front, I open my mouth and drink some of the hot water. The steam fills the stall and I stare absently at the grayish-blue subway tile. I thought about objecting more than I thought about sleeping when Seth was there, staring at me expectantly. The moment the door closed and I closed my eyes, all I could smell was him. That woodsy, masculine scent that reminds me of home.
Nothing reminds me of home… nothing but Seth.
All I could smell was him; all I could feel were his hands on me, his cock inside of me. Fuck, even now as I wash myself, my hands reach lower and I swear I can still feel him pulsing inside of me.
Even with the heat surrounding me, I shiver. Loving the way it feels, loving the memory of it.
The moment I closed my eyes last night and let myself be consumed by the remnants of Seth, I fell deep asleep. It was dreamless, but peaceful. I haven’t slept like that in years.
Ding-dong.
The doorbell sounds loudly in my bathroom. The loft is small enough to hear that thing from any corner of my home.
I’m quick to turn off the spray and dry off haphazardly before throwing on a cotton bathrobe. I’m nowhere near presentable, but I can at least peek through the peephole. As I walk, I catch a glimpse of the large clock on the wall in my living room. It’s a farmhouse design, galvanized silver and oval with barn wood behind the moving hands. It’s not even noon yet. I’ve been home for nearly two hours since Seth and I parted, him to work, whatever that might be.
It reminds me of what else I was thinking about in the shower.
It’s been a long damn time since I’ve slept in a man’s bed. An even longer time since I’ve woken up to an early morning lazy fuck. With the tingling sensation still ringing along my skin, I open the door for the delivery woman.
With her hair pulled into a tight bun and a ruby red smile, she asks my name and makes me sign before handing me a long rectangular white box.
I’m glad it’s a woman, since my robe slips open just slightly as I sign. She can’t see anything, but still.
Kicking the door shut behind me, I wonder what’s in the box. There’s a single ribbon, satin and dark red, in the center of it. It’s easy enough to untie. There’s no note, no sender information. Only my name. Not even an address.
At the realization, I turn back to look at my front door. Questions are ringing in my head. I’m sure she’s long gone, so instead of chasing her, I merely purse my lips and open the box.
Long-stemmed flowers. Their soft floral scent hits my senses just as quickly as the smile on my face and warmth up my chest.
With my bare feet padding on the floor and water still dripping from the tips of my hair, I trace the petals of the blush buttercup ranunculus and the white anemones. It’s a full bouquet and given that it’s fall, I imagine it wasn’t cheap.
Grabbing the step stool so I can reach the top shelf, I take out my expensive vase, not the basic clear ones that are on the bottom shelf.
I cut each stem, remembering when Seth gave me a similar bouquet. It was our first year anniversary. I think it’s the first real gift he ever got me. Technically we never gave ourselves a date. But every year, on the date of our first kiss and our first night together, Seth gave me a bouquet, and this one was the first. These flowers and these colors. Much smaller and not quite as fancy as these are, but the same flowers.
I can’t believe he remembered. Men never remember details like this.
I leave the vase in the center of my coffee table, and when I’m done cleaning up, I lie down on the sofa, still in my robe, and question everything I thought up until yesterday.
What am I doing? The question nags at me. More importantly, I hear Seth’s voice in my head from only weeks ago, asking me how I thought this would end.





SETH
“The notebooks are mostly ramblings. But there are drawings of where Marcus took her.” The woman, Delilah, likes to sketch. I wondered how accurate they were until I drove past one of the streets she referred to. She’d drawn a park, specifically Lincoln Park. It was the first place she’d met Marcus according to the notebooks. It’s the place that started it all. It was like she’d taken a photograph. It was that detailed and that accurate.
“Drawings?” Jase questions from where he sits behind his desk. Declan’s occupying the chair next to mine, on the opposite side of the desk. I answer, although Declan knows just as well as I do.
“Some in New York, where she’s from, but she came down here years ago for a case and that’s apparently where she met Marcus. She drew the locations.”
“Maybe it’s something she did back when she was a lawyer?” Jase surmises.
“More like she learned it from a cop,” Declan speaks up and steals our attention. “I’ve been going through Walsh’s computer. He’s uploaded his old cases and in his files, he drew the sites. Quick sketches.”
“Maybe she learned it from him? She was a lawyer, right? Did they work a case together?” This is the first time Declan’s telling me this.
“Could be,” he says then shrugs and sits back in his seat. The leather groans and with the turn of the clouds, Jase’s office darkens. He has to get up to turn on the lights as the day shifts to night behind the large window to the back of him.
“She was with Walsh and Marcus. She has information on both of them. She met Walsh first.”
Sitting forward, I nod as I clasp my hands in my lap. My thumb runs along my knuckles as I tell him, “There’s a lot in these notebooks that could be useful if the information is still accurate. Like how Walsh used PO Boxes to communicate with informants. He used them to send her letters too. It’s a safe place for an information exchange. Or at least he considers it to be since they’re purchased and paid for by an LLC that’s run through the Cayman Islands.”
“Our surveillance shows he’s still using them,” Declan adds.
“Good, let’s see who he’s still talking to and if there’s something sensitive we can use to our advantage.”
It shouldn’t surprise me that the information Laura gave us is already paying off.
“Do you think he’s still seeing her?” Jase asks and I look to my right, waiting for Declan to speak up. I gave him the latter half and the first one I’d already read, and I took the earlier portion. “Declan has the most recent entries of her diaries.”
“It appears she still occasionally has contact with him and she’s made it clear she isn’t over him. What they went through, it certainly changed her career path and mental state.”
“An up-and-coming lawyer, to an in-and-out resident at a mental institution… I’d say so.”
“Anything in there about Walsh?” Jase questions.
I thumb through the pile of papers in front of me as I shake my head. “Not anything after the first year of entries. She hasn’t written anything about him recently.”
“It’s possible that she may not know Walsh is looking for her?” Jase says and I can feel the steady tapping of the heel of his foot under the desk. His ass is riding on this just as much as mine is.
“Is he?” Declan asks.
“He mentioned her at the very least. So she’s on his mind.”
“As far as we know,” Declan answers, “he hasn’t contacted her.”
I add in my thoughts. “It’s odd that he hasn’t. He’s obviously not over what happened years ago and it involves her. She was a key piece in whatever happened in New York that led to him leaving the FBI.”
“He has to know where she is. It’s only a matter of time before he contacts her.” Jase sounds confident and I’m confident he will as well.
“Maybe he’s waiting for something,” I suggest and that gets Jase’s gaze pinned to mine, eager to know what I think after reading the diary entries.
“For what?”
“For Marcus to be out of the way.” Declan nods in agreement with me.
It’s quiet for a moment, the room still and the only sound the click of the HVAC system and the low hum of air as the heater’s engaged.
“We wanted something to barter with. I don’t think information on Delilah is enough. If it was, Walsh would be there already.”
“We could kidnap her, trade her for it, but I don’t see that ending well.  And we don’t know where she is right now.  She’s a ghost until she needs help and meds.  Should be soon though.”
“He’d lie, get her back, then put us away with a copy of the recordings he didn’t give us.”
“Agreed.  We have to play it another way.”  Jase sits back in his seat, staring past us and at nothing in particular.  “If things go wrong, we take her.  As an insurance policy.  But for now, we play it differently.”
“At least we know our next move, steps ahead.”  Declan is the least tense of the three of us.  “I’ll have the team keep eyes on her.  Just in case.”
“Good.” Jase still doesn’t look at either of us. He’s thinking.  The wheels spinning, all the possible moves playing out.  I can see his thoughts clearly, easily reading him after all the years of getting to know him.
“What are you thinking?” I ask him when the tapping of his foot stops.
“We have two things on Marcus.”
I name the two, completing his thought.  “A list of men who work for him that we’ve been following and journals of a woman he seems to have affection for.  Although we don’t have her location.  She goes off the grid, but always goes back to the Rockford Center eventually.”
“As well as the knowledge that she’s been seeing Marcus,” Declan adds and Jase nods, the two sharing a look. “The question is, which do we give to Walsh?”
“If Walsh wants something in exchange for the recordings, I say we don’t let on to the woman. Being in between the two of them is a risky move and she’s our fail-safe.”
Jase’s gaze drops and his nod is nearly imperceptible.
I continue, “We don’t want to get deeper into it. We just need the evidence he has on us to vanish.”
“You think he’ll really hand them over?” Declan asks.
“If he trusts us.” I explain, “I think trust would be easier to get if we keep the information about the woman and Marcus to us. Keep it business.”
“We give him a list of Marcus’s men that could lead him to Marcus. In return, he gives us the recordings,” Jase says as if he’s testing how he feels about the deal.
“It seems like a fair trade to me,” I respond and sit back in the seat, attempting to relax but every muscle in me is tight, knowing Marcus knows about Laura.
“I don’t trust him,” Declan pipes up.
“We don’t have a choice but to trust him.” Jase answers before I have to.
The sky darkens by the minute behind Jase.
“I’ll give him the list,” Jase decides. “I’ll leave it in his mailbox at the station. We keep the intel on her and eyes on her just in case Walsh wants to fuck us over, but this way he can find Marcus.”
Gripping the arms of the chair, I nod, letting go of the tension and uncertainty. It’s out of my control. All I can do is hope this is enough for Walsh and that he keeps his end of the deal. And that he finds Marcus. I want him—and everything he knows—out of the picture.
Just as I’m about to stand and leave, Jase asks, “Any other updates?”
I eye him questioningly, feeling my expression show my confusion. “On what front?” I ask him.
He cocks his brow and when I glance down at Declan, he’s smirking, pulling the stack of papers in front of him into his lap. He’s highlighted a few things, but most of them appear to be drawings. Locations where Marcus may be or go to often.
“Did you ask Laura about her dad?” Jase asks and coldness sweeps along my skin. Any confusion, any ease, vanishing in an instant. Dread is a prickly fucker, crawling along my skin.
“No. No updates.”
“We aren’t…” Declan clears his throat, his posture shifting and humor leaving at my response. “We’re not trying to piss you off.”
His explanation doesn’t mean shit to me. “I told you—”
“Yes, she’s yours,” Declan says, interrupting me. “Very possessive male of you.” Declan’s joke doesn’t help. All I can think about is what Laura would do if she knew the truth about her father. What she’d think…
“Just asking if everything on that front is all right?”
“Just fine,” I answer Jase. Standing, I fasten a single button on my jacket.
“I’d feel better about you seeing her if it didn’t turn you into a stone wall.”
Jase and Declan look up at me, both waiting. I debate on telling them something, anything. A protectiveness overwhelms me when it comes to Laura. The less anyone knows, the better.
Just like Delilah, Marcus and Walsh. Just the fact that we know anything at all about them, creates a weakness that anyone can exploit. I don’t want any more of that for Laura than there already is.
“Bethany asked me how you’re doing last night,” Jase says and exhales audibly, standing to walk to the bar on the other side of the office. “She’s prying and wants information about what you’re thinking in regard to her friend.”
“You can tell her you don’t know anything,” I suggest and then hold a hand up to signal no when he offers me whiskey. Declan nods though, so Jase pulls out two glasses and they clink as he shakes his head, his lips forming a thin line.
“I did and she told me to ask.”
“You sound pussywhipped.”
“I’d like to make her happy, Seth. In case Walsh fucks us and I end up having to go away for a while,” Jase admits harshly, his words drenched with the fear of the unknown. He takes a swig of his own drink before handing Declan his and taking a seat once again. All the while I stand and watch the emotions play on his face.
“You really like her? Is that something I could tell her?” he asks with a defeated tone.
For a moment, for some fucked-up reason, I see Derrick sitting there instead of him. I see the man I left behind. The friend who defended Laura. My partner who I couldn’t look at anymore because he wanted Laura back just like I did, and he was man enough to admit it. Man enough to keep in contact with her and he had the balls to look me in the eyes and tell me.
It’s been years since I’ve said a word to him. In this moment I want to tell him. I want to tell him I have her back.
“I’ve missed her and I don’t plan on letting her go so easily this time.”
Jase nods, again his focus drifting to nothingness behind us before he asks, “Was that so hard?”
He has no idea how much it fucking hurts to say that I missed her out loud to anyone. Telling her is brutal, telling anyone else? Agony.
“We don’t know the history. But if you need to talk,” Declan offers, leaving the suggestion that they’re there for me implied.
A question nags in the back of my head. “Did Bethany tell you anything about me and Laura I should know?”
“Nothing apart from her thinking that Laura still loves you but she’s afraid you don’t love her back.”
His statement hardens me. Love is a word and nothing more to Laura.
You don’t leave someone if you love them.
With my jaw clenched I debate on saying just that, but it shows more about me than anything else. Parts of me they don’t need to know about. My phone pings and I’m grateful for the distraction until I read the text.
My blood turns to ice and I have to read it again.
“What’s wrong?” Declan asks.
“Laura just thanked me for the flowers.” I’m not even cognizant that I answered him until he speaks again.
“Then why do you look like—”
I cut off the question and do my damnedest to keep my expression from showing how close to the edge of recklessness I am. “I didn’t send her any flowers.”





LAURA
I felt eyes on me the moment I got out of my car and walked into the doors of the Rockford Center. It’s a weird prickling sensation that claws at me from behind.
Even now, as I pick up the tray with the last two cups of pills on it, I swear I can feel someone watching me. It’s an eerie feeling. As I slowly turn, just peeking over my shoulder toward the elevators, I truly expect someone to be there.
This late at night, most of the patients are settled into their beds. Visiting hours are over. I tell myself no one is here, but I can’t help but feel that I’m wrong. Call it my gut instincts.
I anticipate someone staring at me, but all I find are the simple silver doors, closed and the night hall quiet.
Letting go of a breath I didn’t know I was holding, I make my way in my favorite scrubs, a pair of white ones with deep red roses on them, to my last two patients.
They were supposed to get their pills five minutes ago, but the patient I checked on before them refused to take his. It took me a while to convince him the pills are helping, not hurting. Schizophrenia is a bitch.
That patient comes and goes as if this place is a revolving door. He never keeps up with his medication when he leaves. His symptoms get worse and he finds himself back here. Self-admitted or because his addiction and lack of employment lead him to a judge ordering him a sentence that includes a term here.
It kills.
With the thought settling deep in my gut, and the vision of that man’s face in my head, I have to close my eyes just before the 3F on the door greets me. It’s a calming breath that leaves me. And then another after a deep inhale.
My eyes slowly open when the prickle at my neck comes back. There’s no one but me at the end of the hall. A door to my right, and across it, a door to my left. No one else is here. Aiden is in the back with the paperwork, Mel is on a smoke break. She’ll be outside for at least another twenty minutes since her patients are all accounted for and sleeping. She’ll do her last round, checking on their breathing, and then switch off, just like I will. We only have forty minutes left until the end of shift at 1:00 a.m.
Maybe I’m just coming down from the high I was on with Seth. The realization is sobering. That’s what the odd feeling is. It’s the reminder of all that happened and the fact that I was ignoring it.
The tray takes both of my hands to hold, so I have to balance it before turning the doorknob, and using my hips to bump open the door to E.J.’s room.
We weren’t given her name, only initials.
Yet another thing that makes me feel uneasy. We’ve never had a patient whose information was guarded. We only have her medical history. Nothing else. Not a name. Not an address.
Aiden never should have accepted her in here under those conditions. With that thought resonating inside of me, I set the tray down and then look at her.
Really look at her.
Her brunette hair is matted as she lies lifeless on her side on the mattress. Her bed is made neatly, it always is, and she lies on top of it, rather than under the sheets. I know she’s cold because of the goosebumps on her skin; hell, even I’m cold in this place at night.
A horrid guilt rolls through me; how could I ever think of turning someone away?
“E.J.,” I say as I swallow the previous thoughts and pick up the small paper cup containing three colorful pills. And then a cup of water. I don’t sit on her bed like I do with some of the other patients. I keep my distance with her, she’s more receptive that way.
I sit in the chair in front of her nightstand. It hasn’t moved from the last time I was in here. She doesn’t like me to move it though.
It’s a rare moment when I see someone in here who truly wants to die. This woman’s only thirty-two, and I have no idea why since it’s not in her charts and she hasn’t spoken to anyone, not that she could now anyway, but she doesn’t want to live another day. She has a bandage at her throat from recent surgery. The antifreeze destroyed her esophagus and she nearly died. Death’s door was only a minute away from her and not for the first time either. That attempt was made in this facility and that knowledge will never leave me.
She blinks slowly and then her deep brown eyes look up at me. Rolling onto her back, she accepts the pills and then the water, downing them without thinking twice.
When she closes her eyes as I check the bandages, tears fall down her cheeks and land heavily on the bed on either side of her head.
She only sniffs once and then she swallows thickly, gripping the sheets.
“Does it hurt?” I ask her and she shakes her head. Even if she wanted to talk, her voice would be hoarse and difficult to hear. Surgery saved her life and with time, she’ll be able to talk again. Not right now though, not while she’s in recovery.
I wish whatever was hurting her inside would leave. I wish it would go away. The thoughts in her head that make her desperate to die are something no one should have to deal with. I can hardly look at her without feeling her sorrow. It’s palpable. Whatever happened to her, I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.
“It looks like you’re healing well,” I comment even though I know she doesn’t care. My blue gloves snap as I take them off, depositing them on the tray with the last set of pills. I never leave anything in here for E.J. I’m sure she’d think of a creative way to die with any items that are left behind.
“If you want anything at all, you know to just hit that button. I’ll get you anything.” Even to my own ears, I sound desperate at the last sentence. “A radio if you want music.” All the rooms have televisions in the upper right corner, but she’s never turned hers on.
She only shakes her head, licking the tear that had rolled its way to her lip.
“I hope you sleep well and you have the sweetest dreams,” I tell her sincerely. I don’t always talk to my patients like this. They’re all different.
Her lips part, as if she’d say something, but she’s quick to shut them. “Should I get you a pen and paper?” I ask her, but she only shakes her head again, falling back to her side and tucking her hands under her head. I leave her there, staring at the empty chair.
I’m still thinking of her when I enter the last door. Melody’s room. Which is why I nearly scream and throw my tray at the sight of a man at the end of her bed.
Thump, thump. My chest hurts from the sudden pounding.
What the hell is he doing here? It takes me more than a second to note his uniform. “Officer,” I greet the man as he holds his hands out in defense.
“Nurse Roth,” he says and his voice is gruff at first, but his tone and demeanor apologetic. He clears his throat, and it’s only then that Melody looks up at me. She’s in her young twenties and on antipsychotics. She’ll more than likely be on them all her life. When she tilts her head at me as I glance between the two of them, her straight blond hair falls over her shoulder. A lock slips into her loose blouse, so loose I can see straight down and I know she’s not wearing a bra. Knowing Melody, that large gray shirt is probably all she’s wearing, even with this officer in the room.
It’s then that I see the name tag: Walsh. Holy fuck!
“Melissa showed me in,” the policeman explains, rising from his chair. The legs drag against the floor as he stands, pushing the chair back. With his hand held out, he introduces himself to me. “Officer Walsh.”
The cold sweeps along my shoulders and down my back as I take his hand.
“You can call me Laura.”
This is the first time we’ve met, although I know all about him from Delilah’s notebook. She drew a picture of him once and I’m shocked to see how much the man in front of me looks like the sketch, but older. Years and years older.
He’s good looking to say the least. Although obviously tired. The darkness under his eyes doesn’t distract in the least from his pale blue eyes. I may remember pieces of what Delilah wrote about him, but I’ve heard other things recently. Whispers from patients who talk about Marcus. They say Walsh is a dead man for coming down here when he should have stayed in New York.
“It’s nice to meet you, are you visiting?” I ask cautiously and he shakes his head as I thought he would.
“I have questions to ask Miss Trabott.”
Setting the tray down on the dresser I explain to him, “I don’t know that Melody is in a condition to answer any questions right now. She’s not well, on heavy psychotics.”
“I understand that,” the officer says and eyes me, looking me up and down as if he’s sizing me up. It feels like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I hope regardless of whatever he sees, he gets the impression that I’ll kick him out. I have before. Authorities can either take the patients into custody, or they can leave them alone after visiting hours. This place needs to run on a schedule and with strict procedures. Cops don’t get free rein just to visit. “Melody asked me to come in. She has information about a murder.”
Melody’s sweet when she responds, nodding and gathering her skinny legs to sit cross-legged on the bed.
“Officer, I don’t know if you’re aware—”
“A murder case she’s a suspect in… Laura.”
All of the blood drains from my face as I stand there, stunned. Melody? Murder?
“It’s not just me. He has other suspects,” Melody explains and her voice drags from the drugs. She talks slowly, but with purpose and there’s always a sweetness behind the words. When she’s alone, she rocks and hums to herself.
“Accomplices, you mean?” Officer Walsh questions her. He’s kind in the way he looks at her. As if he’s not accusing her of murder.
“They were good people. Don’t you agree?”
Walsh’s demeanor changes. “They were, but a priest is dead.”
“Officer,” I interrupt, the cup of pills in one hand, and a cup of water in the other. “I don’t want to… hinder an investigation. But it’s important she take these at a certain time and if she’s being questioned—”
“I waive my rights; I don’t need a doctor or lawyer present.” Melody gives me a soft smile, as if thanking me and I ignore her.
“With all due respect, Officer, her doctor would need to approve her mental state before anything she says would be admissible in court.”
Walsh searches my gaze; it’s quiet. Too quiet. The way he looks at me, like he knows something I don’t… I don’t like it.
“I can take them,” Melody pipes up just as I part my lips to tell him he has to come back during visiting hours. She reaches up for the cups, throwing the pills back and then does the same with her cup of water. She huffs a small humorless laugh as she crumples the little white cup in her hand. “I can’t believe the priest was in there,” she whispers.
Tossing the small crumpled cup into the larger paper one, she sets both down on the nightstand, staring at it when she speaks. “Why would he go there?”
Officer Walsh leans forward and the movement steals my attention. He looks at me as he asks Melody, “Did you know about the others going there? Maybe just the man who hurt you?”
“I don’t know anything,” she answers him in a whisper, but she can’t look at him.
The rush of blood that met me when I opened the door, slows to a trickle. Melody’s quiet. Her gaze is still focused on the cups on the nightstand. Or something else that’s there maybe. There’s nothing else present except for a clock, but maybe in her mind, something else is staring back at her.
“What happened at the farm?” I ask the officer, remembering something I read a week ago. Six men were killed in a fire at a farm off the highway, just before the state line. They hadn’t identified the bodies yet.
“A fire,” Officer Walsh answers and I’m quick to look back at Melody. The sweet girl who hums to herself. She came in the day I read that article, which was the day after it happened.
“Five members of a gang from upstate were locked in an old cattle farm two nights ago…” He watches Melody for her reaction before adding, “And a priest.”
Her eyes close solemnly and then Melody readjusts, seeking refuge with her blanket as she covers herself up to her waist.
“The five deserved it,” she speaks up and then looks back at the officer. “You know that one did, you know what he did to me,” she says, pressing Walsh to agree with her. Her body sways first and then the action turns to a gentle rocking. It speeds up with every passing second of silence. “I’m not sad that they’re gone.”
“Did the priest deserve it?” Walsh asks her and Melody’s large eyes gloss over.
“I don’t know,” she whispers on every rock. “I don’t know anything.”
“I think that’s enough for tonight,” I say to break the moment, moving between Walsh and Melody. The officer rises, ready to object, but I don’t let him. “I don’t know what’s right and wrong. I don’t know what she did, but she’s my patient. She’s not well, and she’s not in the right mind to talk right now. You can always take her in for questioning.”
Gathering the tray, I open the door to Melody’s room and wait for Walsh to leave. He tells her to feel better before leaving. She tells him good night and the exchange is odd to me.
I don’t know if he’s with her or against her. If he wants her to feel like he’s her friend, he’s certainly accomplished that.
The door closes with a resolute click. Keeping my pace even and doing everything I can to remain professional, I walk straight ahead to the end of the hall then to the left, to the nurses’ station.
Slipping the tray on top of the pile, I watch as Officer Walsh signs the check-in sheet. Signing himself out.
“I appreciate you letting her talk,” he says absently, not looking at me as he does. The pen hits the paper and he stares at it, looking at all the names, I guess.
His large frame towers over the small desk in front of me and it makes him appear all the more foreboding.
The manner in which he speaks throws me off. Letting her talk. As if he’s not grateful that he was questioning her, just that she needed to get something off her chest. That’s the real reason.
“You can’t get reliable information from her,” I tell him although I can’t look him in the eyes. There are things Delilah wrote and I know they’re coloring my perception of this man. “She’s not in the right mind.”
“She’s never in the right mind,” he tells me. When he closes his eyes, he runs a hand down his face, letting his need for sleep show. “She could barely focus when she first came to me.”
I don’t know what to say or what to think. I don’t know much about her, only what’s on her chart, what she prefers to eat and the songs she must like, because she hums them constantly. I’m not her therapist or her doctor. Only her nurse.
“You’ve talked to her a lot?” I ask him, probing to see what he knows.
He nods once and then leans against the desk with the palms of his large hands bracing him. “She came to me for help; I tried to… but the evidence.” A frustrated sigh leaves him. “I did everything I could but there wasn’t enough to charge him with anything and he didn’t confess. I thought we were close to getting one, but he didn’t give us anything.”
“I’m sorry,” I say automatically and search for more. “I wish things had turned out better for both of you.”
Something I say makes his gaze narrow.
“How do you think she and her friends managed to pull it off?” he asks me and then clarifies. “The five men who hurt them being burned alive in the barn. How did they do it?”
“I—I don’t know,” I answer him and he gauges my reaction. I add, “Maybe it wasn’t them?”
“They’re my only suspects. A murder of revenge. That’s my working theory. Five young women and men, all of whom have never stepped out of line in their lives. One night, they conspired and committed murder. How did they do it?” he questions me again.
“I can’t tell you.” I’m certain surprise colors my eyes when he looks at me. I’m not a cop or an investigator. I don’t know why people do the things they do. I’m shocked by weekly events here. I could only imagine what transpired that led to the fire that night.
“Someone helped them,” he concludes.
“Who would help them? The priest?” I take a guess, still confused and not completely on board with Walsh’s working theory.
“I don’t think so. I don’t understand how Father John plays into all this.” I can see the wheels turning in Walsh’s head, trying to piece together what happened.
“If it wasn’t the priest who helped them… then who?”
“Someone they see as a vigilante. That’s my theory.”
“A vigilante?” The longer I stand here talking to him, the more and more I feel insane. Or maybe he’s the one who’s lost it. My mind whirls with all the secrets I know and it makes it more difficult to pretend I don’t know what he’s getting at. He called Marcus a vigilante. Delilah wrote about it.
“Someone who wanted the men dead for a different reason. Someone who would benefit from the event occurring and make himself look like a hero in the process.”
“Who would want them dead?” I play along, pretending I don’t know what he’s implying.
“You know who.”
“I don’t understand. I’m afraid you have me at a loss,” I lie.
“Marcus. I’m sure you’ve heard of him. Everyone in this town has,” he comments and I feel my cheeks burn. For a moment, I doubt that I’ve held the secret of taking Delilah’s notebooks close enough. I question if he knows. Or is it just that he assumes everyone knows about Marcus? The way he looks at me, though... It feels like he knows I know all about him and all about Marcus.
“A girl is hurt, and not well. This man seeks her out, knowing he can get her to do unspeakable things in order to feel better. In order to feel like she got the justice she should have gotten from the legal system.”
I don’t want to know about any of this. I’m her caretaker and that’s the only reason I intervened. The words are there, ready to be spoken. Instead I find myself thinking and pray I swallow the thought quickly enough that the officer doesn’t see it written on my face. Is that what happened with Delilah?
   
I’M DRAINED as I get to my loft and sag against the door. There’s not an ounce of me left to keep me upright. My keys jangle as I toss them on the counter.
I’m torn when it comes to Officer Walsh. What I read about him and what I saw tonight are at odds, painting contrasting mind pictures. I don’t know what to think about the man, but I can’t get what he said out of my head.
I find myself slipping into old habits, inserting myself between the business of powerful men with unjust causes just as easily as I sulk to my living room to gaze at the bouquet.
Some nights I’m numb from work. It’s a brutal reality to be submerged in. That’s why I told Seth I want to stay at my place after long shifts. He agreed. Nearly everything I suggested, he agreed with this morning. Technically, yesterday morning.
I sag into my sofa and then kick off my sneakers, one by one without untying them. Tonight, this exhaustion isn’t from work. It’s because I’m questioning my own ability to think straight.
How did I get to this point in my life where I constantly question my sanity and my judgment? When did it get this bad?
A knock at the door sounds, as if answering the question. The large black hands on the clock on the wall read 1:47. I’m hesitant to rise, but almost certain it’s Seth.
There’s no one else who should be here. For a moment, I question if I should get a knife. I don’t have a gun and as the doorknob rattles I curse myself for that.
“Laura,” Seth calls out before the door is cracked open and I let out a strangled breath.  Thank fuck.
“Way to give me a fucking heart attack,” I reprimand him although I don’t have the energy to speak loud enough for him to hear me.
I’m still inwardly calming myself when Seth comes into view, closing the door behind him.
“I made myself a key,” he comments, holding up the shiny silver piece in his hand and then letting it fall, clanging with the other keys on the ring. It takes me a minute to respond. I’m too caught up in how he’s dressed. There’s no suit today, only faded jeans and a black t-shirt. Simple and yet everything I remember. Running his hand over the back of his head, he ruffles his hair before tossing the keys down on the counter… right next to mine.
The memories come back. Memories of how we used to do just that and it never felt wrong or off or confusing. Not like it does now.
“Of course you made yourself a key… I’d ask how, but…” I leave the thought unfinished and lean back into the sofa, gathering the throw blanket to pull over myself.
“You look good,” I tell him offhandedly. Seth looks down at himself and then back at me. I cut him off before he can say a damn word. “I look like hell because that’s how I feel.”
“Long day?” he asks and stalks into the living room. Stalking is exactly how he goes about it too. Careful steps as he eyes my loft.
“Yeah,” I answer him and then watch him. “Like what you see?” I ask and my tone hints at how pissed off I am. It’s late, I’m tired, and he’s come here unannounced.
“Twentieth floor loft with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the park,” Seth says and glances outside, but it’s so dark that you can’t really see a damn thing. He has to pull back the thick curtains and stare for a second and then another until he concludes the same thing.
As he takes a casual seat in the dusty rose velvet chair across from me, I tell him, “Never thought of myself as a city girl but when I moved here… I wanted a change.”
I mindlessly pick at the throw blanket, as if there are little fuzzes to be plucked but there aren’t.
“Dyed your hair, got your dream job and an upscale place,” Seth speaks and looks anywhere but at me.
“Hey, a girl who changes her hair is a girl who’s changing her life.” Why does it hurt so much to say a simple quote? Is it the unspoken judgment Seth reeks of? Or is it the shame that I did just that: I ran away and changed my life.
“You’re still the same girl,” Seth comments and leans forward in the small chair. With his elbows on his knees he asks me, “You like it here?”
“Yeah,” I answer him honestly. “It’s small, but I like it a lot.”
He only nods, leaning back in the chair and I have to let out a long yawn. Seth looks so out of place in here. My décor is feminine and chic. His rough edges and masculinity stand out in this room. They’d stand out anywhere though.
He’s busy staring at the flowers and that’s when I remember he didn’t answer my text. “Hey, the number you messaged me with the other day… that’s yours, right?” I ask him and he nods once. “I um… thank you for the flowers.”
“I got your text,” he answers and that hard lump in my chest grows. He stands from the chair and walks past me to the kitchen. I don’t bother to look and I’m not surprised when I hear the sound of the fridge opening.
“Make yourself at home.” My comment is complete with a full-on eye roll and then I lay my head back, resting my eyes.
“You want a drink, Babygirl?” Seth asks and I tell him no.
“If I have one, I’ll pass out,” I say.
When he comes back empty-handed I tell him he’s welcome to whatever he wants and that I was just joking, but he shakes his head, slipping his hands into his jeans.
“If I’d known you were coming, I’d have gotten you IPA.” I hint at the reason I’m a little miffed.
“See,” he says as he gives me a weak smile, “same girl.”
The way he looks at me melts something inside that hurts. Something that’s not meant to burn. “Not all the same,” I murmur, pulling my legs into my chest. I’ve fallen asleep here too many times to count. Work’s draining and the long shifts are hard on me some days.
Days like today.
“They remind me of the flowers I got you,” he says as he steps slowly toward them and pauses to observe the bouquet.
“They are them.” I can practically hear the simper that lingers on my lips in my voice when I tell Seth, “I’d never forget.
“Cami said it was a sign that you’d gotten both my favorite flowers and hers. She used to joke that the buttercups were her favorite and the flowers were really meant for her as a thank you for…” I trail off as I almost tell him how she pushed me to kiss him. Cami urged me to go after what I wanted and to stop thinking. Seth didn’t make the moves first. He always let me do it. Times have changed.
“Buttercups?”
“The ranunculus. These ones,” I say and I have to lean forward to reach. I don’t like the way he looks down at me when I look up at him. He’s uncertain; I can see it so clearly.
The realization makes me withdraw, pulling the throw blanket tighter around me before tossing it off altogether. I’m falling into old habits, when I shouldn’t. Everything is different now.
“I have to wash my face and get ready for bed,” I tell him with a sigh as I stand up. “I had a twelve-hour shift and another tomorrow.”
There’s only so much a person can take. I aim to walk around him, but he stops me, cupping my elbow in his hand and then pulling me into his chest. Have I ever given into his warmth as easily as I do now? Sagging into his chest without hesitation. Closing my eyes and breathing him in. My arms wrap around him and I hold him lightly as he pets my hair and then plants a kiss on my temple.
“I’m tired,” I whisper. “And I don’t know what we are.” Insecurity rises and with the last statement my eyes open. “What are we doing?” I ask him.
With sleep pulling me under, it’s hard to remember why I gave myself to him last night.
“We’re feeling better,” he reminds me.
It’s difficult to imagine that this is better. With all the doubt surrounding me.
“Do you forgive me for leaving you?” The moment the question is spoken, I wish I could take it back. Seth’s warm embrace turns stiff and it takes a long moment before he answers, “Don’t asks questions you don’t want the answers to.”
A sad smile plays along my lips. It turns sadder when he goes about petting my hair again and the arm he has around my waist holds me closer to him.
Maybe one day. I don’t believe the thought enough to speak it.
Peeking up from his hold, I get a good look at the tattoo on his bicep. The thin lines are clean but so close to one another, I can only imagine the ink will bleed together and all it will be is a solid black ring.
“You got more,” I comment and run my finger along them.
“More years to remember,” he tells me solemnly.
“Didn’t you skip a year?” I say but my memory is so foggy.
He only looks down at me questioningly. His eyes are tired and he needs to shave. “Your stubble’s turning into a beard.”
He doesn’t say anything, again he only watches me as I leave his embrace, making my way to the bathroom. It’s hot and cold with him and I don’t know what to think.
“Is there anyone else?” he finally asks the moment I turn to go to the bathroom and get on with bed, with or without him.
“Anyone else?” The confusion settles into a crease in my forehead.
“Are you seeing anyone else?”
“No.” I huff out the response. “I haven’t seen anyone in… over a month now.”
“Good. When I said you’re mine, I meant it.” His tone is hard and unforgiving, like I’ve done something wrong.
“Why do you want me?” I breathe out with exasperation.
“To have you when I want.” Seth’s answer is bullshit and selfish.
So I hurt him back. “That’s the only reason you ever kept me, isn’t it?”
“Only reason you ever stayed, isn’t it?” My response may have been a slap to the face. His is a bullet to my heart.
With my back to him, I sulk to the bathroom, turning on the faucet to run as hot as it can. With a hand on either side of the sink, I stare at the clear water swirling down the drain, waiting for the steam to come.
Seth isn’t quiet when he comes up behind me, and I meet his gaze in the mirror.
“I mean it,” Seth says again like it’s a warning.
“Mean what?” I say and whip around, pissed off.
“You’re mine.”
“Seth… I am very much aware of that.” It’s all I can say. I won’t deny it.
“Good.” He gives the one-word response before grabbing my thighs and pulling me into his arms. His touch is fire, possessive and full of need.
It shocks me. Even as my back hits the tiled wall of the bathroom and his lips crash against mine. The wind is knocked out of me from the sudden wave of desire.
His fingers dig into my flesh as my legs wrap around his hips. His hard touch softens as he nips my bottom lip and pulls back, breathless.
With his body pressed against me and my hands on his muscular chest, I stare into his eyes wanting to know what the hell has gotten into him.
Before I can speak, he nudges his nose against mine and my eyes close from the tender touch. He kisses me once, short and soft.
Then he kisses me again and this time he deepens it. The water’s still running, but I couldn’t care less. I moan into his mouth and let him love me the way he knows how.
He nips my bottom lip, my breasts pressing flat against his chest as he leans forward, pinning me where I am.
Instantly, I’m hot and I feel suffocated. I crane my neck, to breathe cooler air, and he takes that as a sign to rake his teeth down my neck. The hint of pain as he drags his teeth and then bites down on my shoulder only ignites pleasure deep down in my belly and then lower.
“Seth,” I moan.
“I fucking love it when you say my name,” he groans in the crook of my neck before picking me up, one arm keeping me pinned to him.
He turns off the water, turns off the light. He doesn’t ask at all if I was done. I hadn’t even begun but none of it matters.
With the lights still off in my bedroom, he lays me down, never separating his body from mine and continues his slow, deliberate nips and kisses down my body. He peels my clothes down as he goes. When he gets to my waist, I have to prop myself up to take off my shirt. With my arms above my head, the shirt covering my face for just a moment, Seth unhooks my bra and viciously sucks my nipple. Gasping, I arch my back, and nearly buck him away from me because of the sudden onslaught of pleasure. He’s everywhere at once, his hands, his lips, his hard body pinning me down, feeling my curves, worshiping every inch of me.
He only breaks long enough to remove his own shirt and then his pants after he’s removed mine.
With both of us naked and panting he braces himself over me, in the perfect position to have me. I can’t help but to reach up and kiss him, again and again, on his jaw, his lips, down to his neck. My touch isn’t as rough and primal as his, but it’s just as needy.
“Touch yourself,” Seth says, pulling back when I kiss him again. My lips brush against his, the electricity vibrating through my body. It takes me a moment, my head spinning with desire to realize what he said.
“What?”
“You heard me,” he commands, “touch yourself the way you did when you thought about me.”
Thump. My heart pounds from the tone of his voice.
Unconsciously my left leg wraps around his thigh, wanting to urge him on, to have him lose control with me.
“I want you,” I whisper, practically begging him.
“Touch yourself first, Babygirl.” The depths of his eyes reflect only lust and that gives me hope in the uncertainty of what he’s doing. “I want you to know the difference,” he says, his voice deep and jagged with his own need that he’s resisting. “I need you to feel what you can do all by yourself and then feel what I give you.”
I crash my lips against his frantically and before he can pull away, my right hand moves to my clit. My nipples are pebbled against his chest and every small movement feels like heaven against them.
A small protest of a moan slips by me when Seth sits up on his knees, watching me in the dark bedroom as I touch myself beneath him. My head falls to the side as I circle my clit, but Seth’s quick to put an end to that.
With his hand on my throat, he forces me to look up. “I want to see you,” he whispers roughly with his other hand wrapped around his cock and I cum, just like that. I could see him stroking himself as I do the same to myself and the very thought of him losing himself on me was my undoing.
“So easy,” he teases me in a murmur, leaning down to kiss me as the waves of my orgasm rock through me, heating my skin, paralyzing my senses in overwhelming pleasure.
Before the pleasure has waned, Seth grips my hips and flips me onto my belly in a swift movement that causes me to yelp in surprise. Lying flat on my belly, he teases my entrance, his thick head probing and playing.
“So easy, so wet. Tell me it’s just for me.”
With my eyes closed his command envelops me. Of course it’s just for him. It’s always been him.
“Just for you. It’s all just for you.” I barely get the words out, still struggling to breathe. In a forceful stroke, Seth enters me, brutally and with a blinding pleasure that has me screaming his name. My nails dig into the sheets and a cold sweat layers every inch of my skin. He waits a moment, his forearm brushing my shoulder until his front is against my back. Simply hovering over me, touching me although his weight doesn’t push me down.
“You were made for me,” he whispers at the shell of my ear, slipping his hand between my hip and the bed, not stopping until his fingers brush my clit. “This is how you did it?” he questions.
“Yes,” I answer quickly and honestly.
He circles my clit and I bury my face into the sheets, moaning low in my throat from the sweet, decadent pull in my core. Bringing me closer to the edge once again. Just as a sheen of heat lifts from my body, as the coiled pleasure threatens to burst, Seth thrusts his hips, never relenting in the attention he pays to my swollen and sensitive nub. And again, and again. Picking up his pace and steadily fucking me deep and raw and possessively.
I have to bite down on the sheets. I try to move away from him; it’s all too much. At the same time, I want more, I want him deeper, I want to feel him pulsing inside of me.
“Seth.” The only word I can say is his name. Even the friction between my breasts and the sheets is igniting as he ruthlessly fucks me from behind.
He made his point with the first thrust. He made his point without even touching me. I know I can never have what he gives me with anyone else, let alone my own touch. He doesn’t stop though, not until my voice is hoarse and raw, my body and lips tingling with a heated sensation that feels like it will last forever.





SETH
P arked in the lot across from the Rockford Center, the police station is about a mile down the road and easily monitored. From here, in the driver side of my car with the window rolled down, the cop cars come and go, seemingly insignificant at a distance. I remember a time when I’d get anxious from just the thought of one.
Time changes a lot of things.
An old man in blue jeans and a thin dark gray hoodie mows the circular patch of grass out front of the large cement building directly in front of me.
Other than the small garden of roses on either side of the sidewalk that divides the grass, there’s no color at all. The upper half of the three-story building is painted gray. The lower half is the same shade as cement.
Men and women go in and out of the Rockford Center, but the police station is far busier. There’s only been a handful of nurses, out on smoke breaks, the mailman and now the gardener taking up residence out here. Even the parking lot is barren. Employees park around back and that leaves only myself and one other parked car with no one occupying it in this lot.
It’s an odd choice to plant roses in a place like this.
It reminds me of a book we had to read in school, I Never Promised You a Rose Garden. It was about some girl in a place like this. I didn’t read it, Laura did though. She cried at the end. I wonder if she likes the roses out front, or if they make her want to cry like the book did.
The smell of freshly cut grass hits me as the breeze drifts into the car. Picking up the paper bag next to me, I realize the sandwich inside it isn’t quite hot anymore. It’s still warm though.
I must’ve been sitting out here for longer than I realized. At least the coffee is still hot. I picked up everything from the corner diner by the bar; they have the best coffee in town. It’s something sweet, caramel drizzle, or some shit like that, for Laura.
She may have eaten lunch already. I don’t know. My phone’s been in my hand, the bag on the passenger seat, and all the while, I’ve just been sitting here, watching, not going in.
The flowers have fucked with my head more than they should. They’re just too much like the ones I gave her. It’s unsettling. It feels like a sign or something. A signal that what we’re doing is wrong. That it’s not supposed to be this way.
I always knew I’d see Laura again, talk to her. Sometimes my thoughts would be only of a moment. One moment where we recognized each other and maybe even kissed, but never more than that.
A girl at the bar one night talked about star-crossed lovers and ever since she rattled on about it, I wondered if that’s what we were meant to be. Because every time I’m around her, it hurts and I know it hurts her too.
It’s like falling down a spiral where nothing else matters; I can’t even see anything but her when she’s in front of me. But I know I’m falling. Some falls you don’t recover from.
Last night, sleep evaded me, the image of the flowers and reckless thoughts haunting me every time I closed my eyes.
My phone pings and I’m grateful to be ripped from my thoughts. The message I get isn’t what I want to see though. Cursing under my breath, I don’t respond.
Declan’s got nothing.
The box the flowers came in was in the trash in her kitchen. I searched for it the second she passed out last night. It didn’t have any identifying information. No note, no nothing. Declan can’t find a record of any flowers ordered online to be delivered to Laura’s address either.
It doesn’t sit right with me.
If she wants to believe they came from me though, I’ll let her believe it.
It’s something more though, something unsettling deep in my bones. It feels like a warning. Like her leaving me is going to happen all over again. I barely survived the last time. She’s the same, better even. But me? I’m a fucking shell of the man I was when I was with her.
Declan messages again and I have to respond to his text which reads: Did he get the list?
Looking past the center and to the police station, as if I can see Walsh opening the note I dropped in his box outside his office, I text Declan back: Yeah. I left it at his office. A list of all six names with the note, they’ll lead you to the man you’re looking for.
Declan sends a series of texts and I read them one by one. Little things he’s wondering about from the copies of the diaries he has. He wants me to read them to get an idea of what I think about his conclusions. It’s years of scattered thoughts from a tormented woman and right now, that’s the last thing I want to do.
“Seth?” Laura says my name like it’s a question.
“Shit,” I hiss and get over the jolt that pinned me to the back of my seat. My back teeth grind and I have to unclench the paper bag to put it down. “You like scaring the shit out of me, don’t you?”
My comment comes as I shake off the unease of being startled without her knowing. Her smile never falters. With her hair pulled high into a bun on the top of her head and a pair of scrubs with a print of coffee cups and hearts, she looks like she doesn’t belong here. It’s too much sweetness for a place that’s made of stone.
“I thought it was you sitting out here.” She rocks on her heels before lowering herself to the open window, folding her arms over it and getting closer to me. “I needed some fresh air… didn’t expect to see you.”
It strikes me for a moment how easy she makes it seem. Like there was no hesitation, no reason she shouldn’t come to me.
My gaze darts to her lips as she licks them and the wind rushes, making her shiver.
“I was just thinking of you and brought you some coffee.”
“As an apology for keeping me up all night?” she jokes and then hums, “Smells good.”
Grabbing the bag and the coffee, I hold them in my lap. “Kiss first.”
As the smile grows on her face, so does something warm inside of me. Something that covers the nagging feeling that everything’s wrong. It comes with that first step down the spiral staircase. Blindly moving. Just like she does when she lets me hold her chin between my thumb and forefinger and steal a kiss from her. And then another.
There’s always another when it comes to her.





LAURA
“ God I wish Bethany were here.”
“Anything I can help you with?” Aiden asks me and it’s only then that I realize I spoke the thought out loud.
“Oh, no. No, just… nothing.” I force a smile to my face and tap the pen in my hand on the chart. “All good,” I tell him when he doesn’t look away.
He keeps looking a moment longer, even after I turn my attention back to Melody’s sheet.
My coffee’s lukewarm now, but it hits the spot as I take a nice long sip and then look at the clock. One more hour until things wind down.
“She’ll be here tomorrow.” Aiden’s comment reminds me that he’s still standing by the nurses’ station. “I have to say, I missed her.”
“This place missed her,” I say then add, “I’m glad she’ll be back to pick up some of these rounds.”
Aiden’s chuckle isn’t forced and it reminds me that he’s a nice guy. I haven’t been able to think of him the same since E.J. was admitted. It’s hard not to think of it as a political decision. The check was big enough, so he let the rules slide for her.
Whoever has her here, with her information hidden, they want her alive and taken care of. I guess that’s all that matters.
I watch him leave, waving at Mel who’s counting pills that go into each of the little cups behind the half wall with a windowpane for the upper half.
Just as I’m returning the clipboard, I get that nagging prick that someone’s watching me on the back of my neck and instead of being quiet about it, I whip around quickly, fear gripping my heart in a cold vise that chills my body.
The back of a black hoodie and dark jeans disappears behind the corner to the hall where my patients are.
I don’t like it. Not the look of him or the feeling that resonates in my gut. Grabbing the sign-in sheet for a half second, I don’t see a new name. No one signed in recently and I know every name on this list. Every single one. His name isn’t here and it damn well should be.
My strides are purposeful as I round the corner.
“Excuse me,” I call out, eager to get to the man as he nears the very end of the hall. He stops between the doors that lead to either Melody or E.J.
When he turns around, he tilts his head questioningly and a thin scar on his chin shines from the fluorescent lights above us.
“Do you mind signing in, please?” I ask him cordially, through an innate dread that creeps along every inch of my skin. He’s handsome, although rough around the edges. Something about him… my soul doesn’t like him.
“Yeah, yeah,” the guy says as he smiles at me, and it’s a charming smile, with perfect teeth. It makes him look younger too, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He scratches his chin, at the scar, maybe in an attempt to hide it. “This way?” he questions me, urging me to walk with him and I don’t want to. The need to check on both the patients beyond those doors rides me harder than anything else in this moment. He was headed to one of them.
It’s then that I realize it’s quiet, there’s no one else here. No patients on their way to the game room or the library. No visitors other than this man in the lone hall and every door down this way is closed.
“Yes. Let me show you,” I speak politely, hiding everything I’m feeling and brushing aside my nerves. I feel paranoid. Shaking my head, I breathe out in exasperation.
“Something I said?” the visitor asks. His blondish hair is long enough that it tousles as he walks next to me.
“No, sorry. Just something I was thinking about before I saw you.” I direct him to the clipboard, picking up the pen and holding it out to him. He takes it, but not quickly enough. His slender fingers linger. Standing this close to him, I note that he’s taller than me. He doesn’t carry a lot of weight to him, but he’s lean and toned.
The cords in his throat tense when he says, “Thank you.”
Shoving my hands into my pockets, I only nod.
“Who are you here for?” I ask him when I see he’s only filled out his name. Jacob something. I can’t quite read his last name from this angle.
“Just checking on a friend is all,” he says softly, with a hint of an accent although I can’t place it. Southern, maybe?
I’m stern but still polite, still kind even, when I explain, “You have to write—”
“Laura.” I’m cut off by a familiar voice.
Officer Walsh nods a greeting at Jacob, and then apologizes for interrupting. After looking at the silver watch, which looks expensive and doesn’t match the read I got on Jacob, the visitor who never said who he was visiting, tells Officer Walsh it’s all right and he has to get back to work anyway.
I watch the man go, not listening to a damn word coming from Officer Walsh.
“Do you know him?” I ask the man to my left, a police officer who should have the kind of sense about a person that I’ve learned to have.
He blinks at me once, his thick lashes covering those pale blue eyes for a moment before his brow raises and he catches sight of the black hoodie just as the elevator doors close.
“Should I?” Officer Walsh asks me.
I debate on telling him the thoughts that are racing through my mind. “Did he do something?” Officer Walsh asks, widening his stance to face me and moving his head lower so he cuts off my view of the elevator doors.
In this moment, Walsh looks trustworthy, feels trustworthy. “Tell me now, Laura. I can go get him. Just tell me.”
Although it’s a command, he speaks so softly, with such empathy, I almost tell him how I don’t have a good feeling about that guy.
But he’s a cop for fuck’s sake and feelings aren’t evidence of shit.
I shrug and say, “Just rubbed me the wrong way for some reason.”
“Don’t take gut instincts for granted,” Walsh advises and then he seems to remember he has to sign in. He does, marking Melody down as well. “Maybe it’s good I got here when I did.”
A chill flows over my shoulders, as if agreeing with him.
“Maybe,” I agree. Peeking over my shoulder, I watch Mel separate more cups on a new tray.
“You’re here for more questions?” I ask him, changing the subject.
“I thought you would prefer it if I came during visitor hours.”
I don’t hesitate to tell him, “You thought right.” He gives me a tight smile and nods, nearly walking away but then he stops to tell me, “You’re protective of them. That’s a good thing.”
I search his eyes, wrinkled at the edges from his genuine smile and then ask, “Why not bring her in if you think she did it?”
He pauses, looking down at the linoleum floor before slipping his hands into the pockets of his dark blue uniform pants. “She was in a support group before this. She needed to be.”
“She needs more than a support group,” I urge him. I want to tell him that she’s so much better after the therapy sessions. And after a week of regular medication, she’s more active, carrying on more conversations than normal. “She’s doing well here.”
“I’m not suggesting that she’s not.” He runs his hand over his chin and tells me, “Sometimes… people need justice. And it’s hard to define what that is. Five men died that night and in my opinion, they should have been dead long before it for the things they’d done and gotten away with. My job is to protect and serve. It’s not so different from yours when you think about it.”
“So you don’t want to take her in even though you think she did it… because you’re okay that she did it.”
“I didn’t say that,” he replies and shakes his head. “I just need to be sure that what I’m doing will help her.”
“Do you think she really did it? You still have the theory that Marcus helped her and the others get revenge.” Saying Marcus’s name to Walsh seems wrong and makes me uneasy but he doesn’t react, he doesn’t even look away from the sign-in sheet. Not until he speaks again.
“I think she knew and what I found today… I think she knew about the priest being there and I want to know why.”
His admission startles me. “There was only one name on the list of confessors before the priest left. Witnesses verify he left the church a quarter after seven. It was Melody’s name—she was the last one to see him before he burned to death with the rest of them.”
“And still… you aren’t going to bring her in?”
“She has motive for one of the murders. We have circumstantial evidence now for the priest. That’s all I’ve got.”
I nod, understanding. “If she confesses here though… would it count?”
A sad smile graces his lips. “Count?” He rocks on his heels and looks up at the ceiling before swallowing tightly. “I don’t want her,” he admits to me in almost a whisper. His pale blue eyes seek mine out, begging me to understand.
“You want Marcus,” I surmise.
“That’s all I want. If she can give me something on him...”
“What about the others? Her friends from the support group. The ones you think came up with all this? Why don’t you ask them?”
“I have. No one mentioned Marcus or admitted to anything. I know Melody’s case. I’d spoken to her when she came to me a couple of months ago. I think that’s the only reason she’s opened up. She’s the only one who’s given me anything. She’s the one with remorse.”
I could point out that she’s also drugged and not in her right mind, but I bite down on that thought in favor of something else. “Have you brought them in? The others to question them?”
“I don’t want to. The thing is, there isn’t an ounce of me that thinks they’ll do something like this again. I also don’t believe they would have done it at all had Marcus not urged them to do it. Given them the solution and laid out the plan.”
“Do you know that’s what happened for sure?” I ask him. “Sometimes people do things… you don’t expect.”
“Trust me, I’ve seen my share. It’s my gut feeling. Marcus will never stop. Since I’ve shown up, the death rate has only increased. He’s keeping me busy.”
I struggle, knowing more about Officer Walsh and Marcus than he realizes. I feel like a crook and a liar.
“I have questions for Miss Melody.” Walsh plasters a thin, short-lived smile on his face.
“Officer,” I say and stop him, feeling compelled to say something, “if there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”
A genuine smile replaces the forced one. “I appreciate that.”





SETH
Watching a clock is a shit way to eat up time. But then again, so is staring at a phone screen, wishing you were reading a different message.
I called Derrick about Fletcher a few days ago and asked if there was any talk of him or his crew recently. I killed Fletcher before he could kill me. It’s that simple. Along with him, I took out all of his men who had any authority. I let them scatter. His name shouldn’t be breathed by anyone of relevance.
Derrick said he’d look into it.
Today he sent me a response. It was detailed and thorough, with the names and addresses of five men who still hang together and were a part of Fletcher’s crew.
That’s all I’ve got. That was the last message he sent.
It was an hour ago that the text came through. And fifty minutes since I responded thanks.
It’s the first time I’ve talked to him in years. This is all that’s between us now. Business. The small clock on the mantel ticks and I pick up my beer, setting down one of the folders on the coffee table, taking a large swig before sending Derrick another message.
How are things?
My eyes burn from reading the handwritten print for hours. It’s all I’ve been doing: putting together the puzzle pieces written in the journals. The problem is Delilah contradicts herself. The locations are something we can work with, but the other things she’s written… I don’t know that I trust them. She’s not a reliable source and it’s frustrating and time consuming. If it leads to Marcus though, it’ll all be worth it.
I try to remember the last real conversation I had with Derrick. It was about Laura, I know that. He wanted me to come back, he said he wanted me whole. All he ever talked about was Laura. He hung Cami’s death over my head, reminding me that he’d never be all right again, but I could still chase after what I lost. Laura was still out there.
Damn, that has to be three years ago.
Are you with her? Derrick asks me in the text and my eyes narrow, my head tilts. There’s no reason he should know that I am. I looked through her messages, searching for someone who could have sent her flowers; they haven’t spoken in years. She told the truth when she said she hadn’t spoken to him a long damn time.
Why do you ask? I write him back.
Fuck off with that. I’m still your right-hand man.
I huff a humorless laugh and it comes with a slight smirk. Leaning back on the sofa, I read the message, settling the beer bottle to rest on my thigh. Those were good times. When he was my right hand and Laura was my girl.
She’ll be here in an hour when she gets off work, I text and then add, She’s a nurse now. It’s not until I send it that I realize he already knows. She’d already finished school four years ago so when they were talking, I’m sure she told him.
I know, he confirms. She still loves you too.
It’s not like that, I text him and feel a deep ache settle in my chest. It’ll never be what it was.
I down the beer and get up to retrieve another, leaving the phone where it is. It pings the moment I get to the fridge.
Opening the beer, taking a sip, I make my way back and read the message only to feel that anxiousness I was drinking down, creeping back up.
There’s something you should know. They found a body at the warehouse. Does Laura know about her dad?
No. Setting the beer down, I feel the cold prick along my skin. No one needs to look into that. Years have gone by without her father being a blip on my radar. I don’t like him being brought up.
They don’t need to, but the evidence is there. She may find out either way.
I mutter fuck and close my eyes. Dread is a bitter taste in my mouth. She can’t know, I text him back.
You’ve got her now. Just don’t let her go. No matter what comes out.
Derrick’s texts come hurriedly, one after the other.
I remind him, I asked how you were, wanting to get off this subject. I can’t handle this right now. Not when I don’t know if there’s even a reason to be concerned. My stomach churns, knowing Laura’s father is on Marcus’s radar though. Maybe the evidence is already out and he found it before putting the pieces together.
There’s a lot of shit that’s changed since you left, but overall, things are good.
I text him the obvious question to move things away from business: You got a girl?
A minute passes before he answers, Not yet. I have to go, but I’ll keep you updated with anything going on at the warehouse.
Thanks.
With that, I’m left with just my beer, too many questions I don’t have answers to, and the time ticking down.
Derrick used to ask me if I was punishing myself or Laura. The memory of the last conversation we had comes back full force. I can hear his voice in my head, asking me that question like he was some kind of fucking therapist.
Maybe it was a punishment to be so close to her, but not have her. Although, I couldn’t have known she wouldn’t come to me. For weeks, I thought she’d learn I was here, that I was close to her, and she’d come to me. When her name came up on the alert and I knew she was searching my name online, it put an end to that speculation.
The alarm beeps and a moment later the headlights from Laura’s sedan shine through the front window. We spent last night at her place, tonight we stay here. I know she’s had a long shift, but my place is closer to the center, so it was easy enough to get her to agree.
I don’t know what we are. I don’t know why my head’s so fucked. But I know she’s mine. She’ll stay here until I tell her otherwise.
Laura comes into the house the same way I came into her place last night, saying my name as she pushes open the door with a key in her hand.
“You found it,” I say as I smirk at her. Even after a twelve-hour shift in baggy scrubs, she’s breathtaking.
“The key in my sandwich bag? Yes, yes I did.”
“It was unlocked, you know?” I tease her.
“Maybe I wanted to make sure it was to your front door. Since, you know, it just happened to be in the bag with no note.” She shrugs as she adds, “It could have been anyone’s key.”
“It’s yours.”
Closing and then locking the door behind her, she cradles an overnight bag in the crook of her arm along with her purse. It’s not a large bag and I’m sure she only packed for one night. I’ll have to fix that. She needs everything here and a place for what she needs in the cabinets and dressers. I’ll correct that issue tomorrow. Dropping her keys next to mine on the kitchen counter, she leaves her bag there too and rubs her eyes, sagging into the seat next to me.
I hold up the beer, offering it to her but she shakes her head and then rests her forehead on my shoulder, sleep weighing her down. “You don’t drink after work. Now that is different.”
She smiles in the crook of my neck and her shoulders shake slightly with a small feminine snicker.
Glancing up at me, she gives me a smile and then rolls to the side, giving me space. She lets out an exhausted yawn and tells me she’s just tired.
“Bethany said I should take up a red wine nightcap to help me sleep.”
“I’ll grab a couple of bottles.”
“Mmm,” she half responds with her eyes closed. Eyeing her plump lips with a loose tendril of hair in her face has me hard in a split second.
“You’re not allowed to sleep just yet,” I tell her and those long lashes sweep up so she can look at me.
“I should probably tell you something first,” she says and the sweetness and playful demeanor fall from her expression until all I see is my tired girl.
Setting down the beer and leaning forward, I pray it’s not about someone calling from California with news on her father. I’m aware of how I tell her to tell me, relaxed and easy. I’m aware of how I’m breathing calmly, like I’m not worried at all.
“Walsh came by the center.” Relief hits first, then pride when Laura looks down at her hands, watching her fingers wring around one another as she tells me, “Today and yesterday.”
She feels guilty for not telling me. I like the look of submission on her.
“Did he talk to you?” I ask her, expecting to hear that he didn’t. Why would he? He doesn’t know she’s with me. He doesn’t know shit about her. Or about the diaries.
“He did. About a murder and one of my patients.” She readjusts and then looks at my beer where I left it. “Maybe I should have a drink,” she comments.
“I’ll get you one; you keep talking,” I tell her and stand up, moving away from her field of vision to listen.
“The fire that happened down at the farm.” She speaks louder so I can hear as I open cabinets, pretending to look for a stray bottle of wine. Crouched down and staring at rows of clear and amber liquor bottles, I listen. “He thinks she has motive and it has something to do with Marcus helping her get revenge.”
“The fire at the farm?” I question her, as I stand up and move to the fridge. “No wine, Babygirl,” I add with a smile, easing her as much as I can.
“A beer?” she asks and even pouts. She can’t know how I want to kill Walsh for talking to her. She can’t know half the shit that’s going on. She wouldn’t want to anyway. If she knew, she wouldn’t stay.
“The thing is,” she keeps talking as I twist the top off and toss it in the garbage. She only stops talking to thank me when I retake my seat next to her. “He keeps bringing up Marcus. He’s talking to me as if he knows that I know.”
My hackles rise, the tiny hairs on my arms standing on edge.
“Whether he knows about the diaries or he thinks I’ve heard things and whispers in the center… I don’t know.”
“What did you tell him?”
“I played dumb. I told him if he needs anything from me, to let me know.”
Her nervousness and insecurity are something I’ve never liked. I’m here and as long as I’m here, she shouldn’t feel like that. I’ll fix it. I’ll find out everything and fix it.
“A cop came in questioning a murder, that’s… nerve wracking,” I answer her, taking a long drag of my beer after handing Laura hers. She doesn’t move to drink yet; even though I’m staring at the fireplace, I know she’s staring at me. “To add on to it, you have secrets. You know about him and his motives. That’s what’s gotten to you,” I say as I finally look at her and rest my hand on her thigh.
I have to give her a small smirk when my gentle touch, the back and forth of my thumb, gives her shivers. A deep chuckle vibrates up my chest. “So easy,” I tease her.
She finally smiles, a cute little smile that she tries to catch between her teeth. The soft pink of a blush rises to her cheeks and she asks me, “You really think that’s all this is?”
“You don’t like secrets and you’re shit at keeping them,” I tell her. “You’re doing good.” Patting her thigh and then giving a gentle squeeze, I tell her, “Don’t worry about Marcus or Walsh. They don’t know anything and it’s all in that pretty little head of yours.”
“You sure?” Even though she questions me, her body language relaxes. Everything about her believes me. Which is shit, because I’m lying to her. Marcus knows something. Walsh doesn’t though.
I give her a smile, followed by a peck of a kiss that leaves her with her eyes closed and a simper on her lips. “I’m sure, Babygirl. You’re just stressed, but you handled it well.”
“It’s just a lot and it feels like—”
I cut her off to say, “Because it is a lot. You’re carrying a heavy burden on your shoulders every day. When someone makes you question yourself, it feels a lot worse, knowing everything else that could fall.” Cupping her chin in my hand, I kiss her again. I swear every time we kiss she melts a little more. She doesn’t worry, she doesn’t buy into the voices in her head telling her she’s not enough and she’s in too deep. I should kiss her every moment of every day.
“So… what should I do?” she asks me.
“You already handled it. Nothing else to do but let it go. I know you don’t like to lie, and you did today, a lie of omission, but you have your reasons. You don’t need to be in the middle of anything and Walsh shouldn’t have put you there.”
“Right, right. And he doesn’t know that I read Delilah’s diaries,” she says and keeps nodding to herself, even after she’s done thinking out loud.
“I know what’ll help you,” I say as I get on my knees on the sofa and face her, towering over her.
She’s huddled beneath me, holding on to her beer with both hands and looking up at me wide eyed although there’s a smile on her face. “What are you doing?” she asks playfully.
“Hands up,” I demand and she obeys, not letting go of her beer bottle. Her bra’s a simple white number; it makes her look innocent and sweet. Like an angel laid out before me. An angel to play with, to dirty and taint with all the sinful lust I have for her.
“You make me want to do bad things to you,” I murmur. Peeking up through her thick lashes, her doe eyes go wide with lust, proving her to be the vixen she is. Even her cheeks heat nearly instantly.
“You like it, don’t you?” I ask her and she doesn’t even give me a chance to add, how much you get to me.
She answers, “I love it” before I can finish. “I love everything you do to me.” With her hands behind her, her shoulders back and her head tilted up to look at me, she’s vulnerable and waiting.
I want her to remember this night. I want every moment to be different, every touch to be more than what she can imagine on her own.
I glance to my left and the brown glass of the empty beer bottle glints. Turning back to her, I tell her, “I’m going to play with you, and take my time with you.”
She doesn’t protest, although I can hear my name and the way she says it likes it’s a warning lingering on the tip of her tongue. She swallows it and any argument she has that she’s tired. I know she is. She’ll do what I want though, because she knows I’ll make it good for her.
“Strip down.” I give her the command and she obeys. She doesn’t try to make a show of it although she teases me by biting down on her lower lip when she drops her bra to the floor.
I wasn’t going to touch her, but the pale pink of her nipples begs me to caress them. Her head tips back, her hair cascading behind her. Correcting myself, and ignoring the desire that has all the blood in my body stiffening my cock, I pull away from her.
Without her clothes, goosebumps play along her body and after she lies down like I tell her to, I blow. That’s all I do, teasing her, going from a warm breath along her neck that makes her shiver, to a steady stream down her belly and lower, to her sex.
She tries to reach for me, to grab my arm or my shoulder, but I catch her wrist. “No touching.” My command sobers her, and I know in an instant she doesn’t like it.
“No. Touching,” I repeat firmly, licking my lower lip and loving how her gaze darts to the movement.
Nodding, but still holding doubt in her expression, she lowers her hands to the cushion, gripping it and closing her eyes with a soft moan as I blow against her clit again.
“You’re going to make me cum from just breathing on me?” she questions, her eyes alight with mischief and the sexy grin proves she’s thinking she’ll need more than that.
“No,” I answer her, reaching behind me for the beer bottle. I lick the top of it where the cap was twisted on and test out its ridges.
The sound of her nails scratching against the fabric, combined with her chest rising and falling quickly, let me know exactly how she’s feeling. “You scared, Babygirl?”
“Will it feel good?”
“Does it ever not?” I question her and the doubt and fear vanish from her eyes. Her thighs part, her heels digging into the cushion as she bends her knees and bares herself to me.
Arousal makes her pussy glisten, and when I press the cold glass to her clit, I watch her cunt clench around nothing. Letting out a short chuckle, I position myself between her legs, careful not to touch her. My greedy girl lifts her heel, and I know she’s going to move her leg around me, pulling me in and showing me just how much she loves it.
“No touching,” I remind her, staring up her gorgeous body. She looks down at me, puzzled until I add, “Keep your legs still.”
She only nods, her skin flushed and her breathing still not even. Just the idea of using a bottle to play with her has her so worked up. I drag the glass down her clit and through her lips, watching how her hips subtly rise and listening to the pleasure that lingers in her soft moan. It’s barely audible, nearly a murmur of satisfaction.
The sweet smell of her, the sound of her moans, the heat of her flesh… fuck, it’s torture not to touch her, not to lean forward and suck on her clit until she comes apart for me. I focus on getting the one thing I want… her desire to become so much that she disobeys.
I want her so wrapped up in pleasure from this touch that she forgets the rules. I’ll let her cum and then I’ll flip her ass over and ravage her. Letting my head fall, I close my eyes, groaning from the thought and feeling my hard cock twitch with need.
Soon.
The sooner the better. Laura’s eyes are closed and she swallows thickly, waiting for me to touch her again. Instead I blow against her sex, noting how her stomach clenches and her body sways from the sensitivity. I want the pressure to build slowly, giving her a higher high than she’ll recognize, and then I want to watch her come apart at the seams.
Starting at her clit, I press the bottle against her, slipping lower and parting her lips with the mouth of it. Pressing the bottle inside of her, her breath hitches and her eyes open. She’s staring at the ceiling, her mouth in a perfect O when I pull the bottle forward, brushing it against the front wall of her pussy. I don’t pull it out; instead I move it back inside of her slowly, all the while pressing against her front wall. The pink in her cheeks darkens and floods into her chest when the neck of the bottle is fully inside of her. Rocking it back and forth, I wait for the moment when her head thrashes and her breathing quickens.
“I can get you off with anything,” I tell her and I’m cocky, arrogant… and I feel like a damn king. Her king, her ruler, her everything.
I don’t stop until she cums. The first time, she doesn’t break the rules. She holds on to the cushion like a good submissive when I fuck her to orgasm with the bottle. The second time, she screams out my name, her hands on her face, covering her mouth and she cums hard and fast. I’m relentless though. I never stop fucking her, slow and steady with the neck of the bottle, only picking up my pace when I know she’s close to falling again. The third time, her back bows and tears fall from the corners of her eyes as her body rocks and her toes curl. She grabs my arm then, desperate to hold on to anything while she’s falling.
Thank fuck she grabs me. Thank God she breaks the rules right then and there.
I barely have any control left and I need to touch her. I need to be inside of her, falling with her.





LAURA
Three days in a row with twelve-hour shifts isn’t that difficult. It’s not my first time and it sure as hell won’t be my last. So that doesn’t explain why I feel so utterly and completely drained. Bethany called out, something about her sister. I asked if everything was all right but she couldn’t say.
The shift is harder today since I’m picking up some of her workload. The temporary hire to cover Bethany being out for so long, is a bitch who doesn’t know how to do a damn thing. So I’m basically pulling the weight of two people today. Why? Because I care about Bethany’s patients, unlike Cindy Lou Who-gives-a-fuck and who even knows where she is right now.
Looking to my left, toward the nurses’ station where Cindy better be performing the checklist so we can leave on time, the hall is empty as I quietly shut E.J.’s door.
I rest my head against the wall and just breathe. Breathe in. Breathe out. That’s all I have to do.
My grandma used to say, “You don’t have to do a damn thing. Just breathe. And pay taxes. Even if you’re dead they’ll get those taxes.”
The memory of her in the chair in the corner of the living room, pointing her finger at me while she said it makes me smile and it’s the first time I’ve smiled all shift. Damn does it make me miss her though.
I never realized how alone I truly am until recently. No family at all. I only have one friend here, really. Bethany. I’m chummy with Mel and Aiden, but they don’t know me like Bethany does. Now she’s busy, off with Jase.
I have Seth now. Only Seth.
Fuck, I don’t like that. I don’t like having to rely on him. Especially since all we’re doing is fucking. I’m not blind to the fact that when we do talk to one another, it’s like walking on eggshells. I don’t like it. I don’t know how to change it though.
Maybe with time.
Breathing out, just breathe, I stare down at the tray in my hand and the last cup of pills. Three colorful ones for Melody.
Maybe some people are just loners. There’s nothing wrong with that.
Besides, I have my patients and there aren’t a lot of people who get that.
I shake out my shoulders, feeling stiff from not sleeping well and bending over the tray all day. It was my turn to do the pill sorting, well, Bethany’s, but I didn’t trust Cindy to take on that task.
Before I can take a step forward, across the hall to Melody, I hear a bang behind me. At least I think I do. The noise wraps itself around my gut, squeezing. Something’s wrong.
I drop the tray like a fool, turning as fast as I can to get to E.J.
There’s nothing wrong with her, though. Not a damn thing is out of place. I swear I heard a bang, like something heavy had dropped.
E.J.’s in the same position she always is, on her side, her knees bent, her hands under her head. I washed her hair today though, marveling at how soft and silky it was. She struggled to tell me months ago, before it happened—although she didn’t say what “it” was—she’d gotten a treatment on her hair.
There’s no doubt in my mind she’s from money. Big money, given the strings they’ve pulled.
“Are you all right?” I ask E.J. when her heavy eyes open and she stares back at me. Her slow reactions are partly from the medication to help her sleep without dreams, and partly from her crippling depression.
She nods her head slowly and just like in the shower today, she places her slender fingers at her throat and I know that means she wants to talk.
“They told me not to give you my name. Didn’t they?” Her voice is scratchy and I can tell it hurts her from the way she winces.
She must be out of it. There’s no way I’d know what anyone told her. I don’t even know who “they” are.
The end of my ponytail brushes against my shoulder as I shrug and say, “I don’t know what they told you. I just know it’s not in your files.”
My answer brings tears to her eyes; tears I think were coming regardless. Her face doesn’t crumple or contort though and when the tears fall from her chin, down the pillow, she pulls back and then reaches to her cheek before staring at the moisture on her fingertips. Like she didn’t even know she was crying.
“I lost everything… I can’t lose my name.”
“There’s always more, you didn’t lose everything.” I’m quick to console her and I slowly, cautiously, pull out the corner chair to sit in it.
“Do you know what it’s like to lose everyone you love? To watch—” Her head falls back as her silent tears turn to wracking sobs. “I have court on the third. For my own custody. For them to take that too.” She moves as quickly as she can to brush away the tears, accepting the tissue I offer her. It’s a good sign. It’s a good sign that she’s talking, that she’s aware of her pain.
“None of that is in our files.”
“Please,” she says. Her voice turns hoarse and she lies on her back, calming herself down, just breathing. “Call me Ella… please.”
“I’ll call you Ella. It’s nice to meet you, formally.” My quietly spoken joke comes with a warm smile and she gives me one in return before turning her back to me.
“Good night, Ella.”
“Good night, Laura.”
Just breathe. It’s all I can think to keep from losing it when I leave her. Her pain is palpable and it wreaks havoc on my heart.
Some patients leave and they never return. Their trip here is only a blip in their life. The one time they hit so low that they needed help. That’s all this will be for them. I’m grateful we’re able to give them that and that their life goes on.
Then there are other people. Patients who are admitted against their will. Patients who are a harm to themselves. Whether they want to die, or just get off on the pain, sometimes they just want to hurt outside like they do inside.
Those are the patients I worry about when they leave. When the doctor or judge says they can go. Sometimes they come back here, worse off than before. Other times they leave here and within a week, their obituaries are in the paper.
The cup and pills are waiting for me on the floor just outside her door. It doesn’t take long to dispose of them and gather the last cup for Melody. It takes me longer to mentally prepare more than anything.
Melody’s waiting for me, rocking but not humming, when I enter her room. All of the rooms are standard. A bed, nightstand, and dresser. A TV in the upper right corner and an attached bathroom. White sheets, white furniture and soft gray walls. The only difference is the artwork in each of the rooms. And we provide plenty and offer to change them based on patient preference. It was an idea Bethany had years ago. I backed her and we had to pressure corporate to give us the funds to purchase additional artwork. It took nearly a year, but they agreed. I think it makes all the difference.
Neither Melody nor E.J.—Ella—cared about the artwork when they first arrived. Melody decided to change hers nearly a week ago though and I’m hopeful Ella will also come around, although the third of October is right around the corner. And if she’s right about having a court date, she may be long gone sooner than I think.
“You changed your pictures again,” I remark when I come in and Melody smiles.
“I asked the new girl to do it while I was in the library. She seemed like she had the time just sitting in the back, watching us.”
Is that where she was? Hiding in the library? That little… I stuff my snide remark into the back of my head, jotting it down on the memo pad of complaints to give Aiden before my shift is up.
“I like it,” I say, nodding one by one at the row of prints.
“They’re all classics,” she tells me with plenty of pep in her tone. “The Starry Night is Van Gogh and this one,” Melody gestures as she rises off the bed, making the metal legs squeak as she does so, “Blue Nude is Picasso.”
I know she’s right, because I picked out the classics when Bethany wanted help choosing what art to order. They’re only cheap prints, but they’re still beautiful.
“I love them. Wonderful choices,” I comment and hold out the little cup for her.
Her smile fades and she gathers the covers before climbing back into bed and finally accepting the cup.
“What do you think of Officer Walsh?” she asks me and then lets out a small chuckle. “The good officer, as I like to call him.”
The small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “What do I think of him?” I repeat her question, giving myself time to think of how to reply while she accepts the cup of water and downs the medicine.
“If you want to talk to him, you should. If you don’t, you shouldn’t.”
“That’s not quite an answer to my question, is it?” she asks as she crumples the little cup.
“The thing is, I have to tell someone. I used to have Father John,” she says and her tone turns remorseful and longing. The cold comes back, clinging to my skin. Walsh said she was the last to see him. I just can’t imagine this girl killing anyone. Conspiring to do so or otherwise.
“The priest who… passed away.” I don’t say murder. I don’t want her mind to move back to the crime and go quiet. Some piece of me has to know the truth.
Walsh’s words echo in my mind but they’re quickly silenced by Melody. “I didn’t know he’d go.”
“I don’t understand,” I say, pressing her for more as I pull the corner chair closer to her bed.
She readjusts under the sheets, lying down as I take my seat.
“I told him everything. He knew what that man did to me and my thoughts. I told him all about the others too. He knew and he never approached any of them. He never did anything but absolve me of my sins.”
“Father John?” I ask to clarify.
“Yes.” She turns to look me in the eyes as she adds, “It’s a sin to think these things, you know? When you want others to hurt… it’s a sin.
“So when I told him… I helped…” she trails off as her throat goes tight and Melody closes her eyes. My pulse races and I can barely hear her over the pounding of my heart. Is she really confessing?
“When I told Father John in church that they were going to die, I told him where, I told him how and he asked me when.” Melody doesn’t cry. She merely stares at the ceiling, as if watching, not remembering, not a part of it. Only watching the scene unfold.
“I told him I wanted to be in the church when it happened and that it was happening now.” She turns her head to the side, her wide eyes piercing through me. “I didn’t know he’d go. I didn’t know once he left, he’d never come back. I stayed there in the confessional waiting for him. I stayed there all night.”
A numbing prickle dances over my skin. To be involved in something like that… and she’s only twenty. Watching the remorse, the confusion, the guilt, but also the anger play in her eyes is frightening. A part of me is terrified that she did go through with a plan to murder. Even if she wasn’t there. Even if they deserved it.
She heaves in a breath and the emotional pull of it all drags her down to the hells of her own mind. Her bottom lip quivers and her voice shakes. “He left me to stop it from happening. He said he had to save them.”
“It’s okay,” I console her, feeling her pain, but also my shock, my own horror.
“Why did he go?” she questions me as if I have answers. “Why would he go to them?” Her voice breaks and the tears fall fast and furiously. Unable to stop. Her elbow props her up as the small girl asks me again, “Why would he leave the church, leave me there, to go to them?”
The way she says them resonates with anger, with disgust. It’s the hint of a side to the young woman that sends a chill down my spine.
“I can’t say,” I answer her, keeping my voice even. I’m silent, she’s silent. No one speaks as the air is permeated with an influx of anger and betrayal, finally ending with sorrow when Melody’s face crumples and she lies back down on her back.
“Do you want to tell Officer Walsh?” I ask her and she shakes her head violently, wiping at the tears.
“He already knows,” she confesses. “I didn’t have to say it for him to know,” she adds in a whisper.
I wait a moment longer and it’s then the meds begin to kick in, her eyelids turning heavy. When I stand though, my heart leaps from the quick grab of her hand onto mine.
“He didn’t absolve me of my sins.” She rushes the words out as if she’s being strangled. Pain from her grip rips up my arm and I struggle not to show it, my back teeth clenching.
“Absolve me… please. Please, absolve me of my sins.”
Fear strikes me, witnessing the dire need of this girl. Watching her reality slip to the point where she truly believes I could help her.
“What is my penance?” she asks as her wide eyes beseech me.
“I’m not-” I start to get out. I can barely breathe.
“Please,” she begs me. “How many Hail Marys? He never did anything ever when I told him what that man had done to me. He always did nothing. He sat there. He never did anything but listen. I didn’t know he’d go… I didn’t know he’d die! Please! How many?”
“As many as you need,” I answer her and she shakes her head, releasing my hand to wipe the new tears from under her eyes.
“I keep saying them, but I don’t feel better. Please!” she screams, on the verge of a breakdown, arching her back as she does and I answer, gripping her hand in both of mine.
“Fifteen,” I yell and then swallow, quietly repeating myself as Melody lies back down, calming herself until she’s eerily still. I have no idea how many is a lot or a little or whether she’ll even accept the answer. I’m not Catholic. I’ve never been to confession, although I have plenty to confess.
“Is that all?” she answers sweetly, in a tone not unlike the one she used when she told me the names of the art on the wall. “Fifteen,” she marvels.





SETH
There are at least two hundred bodies in the bar. It’s packed for a Monday night. The Red Room is never quiet though. Never a dull moment. Just like Allure. Long legs barely covered by short skirts, hard bodies clad in tight jeans sway and grind on the dance floor. The bar is dark, but the lights transition with every beat of the vibrant music.
The dark red paisley wallpaper that lines the walls and the black chandeliers hanging from the sixteen-foot-high black ceiling keep the atmosphere sinful and decadent.
Alcohol is a constant and tonight I stand behind the bar, waiting for one person in the hundreds to show. The liquor bottles behind me give plenty of light, even in the half beats of darkness. They’re lit. This entire side is always lit which is why I stay behind the bar, always watching the moves made in the crowded place.
“Did he say when?” Jase asks me, fixing his jacket as he walks behind the bar to join me and the three bartenders.
“Around one.” Walsh left a message on my voicemail. One o’clock tonight in The Red Room. The last time we met, he blackmailed us. Tonight should be a better experience than that.
“Good. An update in a public place. Maybe Walsh has what he wants.” Turning to Jase, I watch the background fade and focus on him. Freshly shaven with his tailored suit, he looks more like a CEO than he does the head of a crime organization. It’s the air around him though and the way others look at him, with a hint of fear, or perhaps jealousy, that give it away. He stands apart from everyone in here. I’ve been doing my best for years to blend in, but right now, I wonder if I stand out the way he does. I wonder if the way he’s perceived now is the way I was perceived years ago in my own club.
“You think he really found Marcus?” I ask Jase, barely breathing the name aloud. Marcus. His gaze meets mine and we share a look. If that list led him to Marcus, Marcus wanted it to happen. We’ve been following his men for months and we still haven’t identified the man in question.
Movement from the corner of my eye catches my attention. Walsh doesn’t blend in like the other men in this club. They all have smirks, smile easily, laughing and enjoying the atmosphere. A few watch the dance floor, taking notes on potential women to pursue. Even the ones who are less than fine, and come for a strong drink after a long day, look like they belong.
Walsh is all business. He’s always all business. Even without his uniform, he looks like a cop. As he takes a seat on the leather-enveloped barstool, a man in the corner of the room stills, the pause at odds with the remainder of the club, grinding recklessly and swaying to the music. That man I know well and I’m damn sure he can tell Walsh is a cop just from the straight rod shoved up Walsh’s ass that keeps him perfectly upright with that grimace on his face.
Jase catches the eye of the man in the corner and waves him off.
“Drink?” I offer Walsh, watching every detail of his expression. His eyes are narrowed as he does the same to me.
“I thought the list would be something you’d find agreeable,” Jase comments after a moment of silence. “You don’t think it’s helpful?” he asks Walsh.
Something’s off and wrong. He has resources and two days later Walsh should know by now that the list consists of six men on a rotating schedule doing Marcus’s dirty work. At some point, they’d lead to him.
“You don’t know, do you?” Walsh’s expression changes as he drops his gaze to the slick bar top of black quartz. “Vodka, no ice.” Hard, late nights and no sleep paint the face of the man sitting across from me.
“Straight,” I answer, nodding toward Anthony, a bartender to my right who’s listening in. Everyone who works in this bar works for Cross.
“You got it.” He’s a young guy, earning his way and learning how things are done. Not bad looking and knows how to take an order, so Jase stuck him here. I know he’s itching for more. He’s motivated and wants to move up. This right here, having him close enough to hear is more than a test to see how he does, what he does and what comes out of his mouth after the fact. It’s everything for him to be on this side of the bar right now. Given the nerves that are evident as he nearly drops the shot glass, it’s showing.
“Don’t know what?” Jase asks calmly, although I can see just beneath the surface rage is brewing. I don’t like to think that I have a temper. Jase though, he’s got a hot one for both Walsh and Marcus.
Maybe when it comes to Laura. I have a bit of a temper if she’s involved, I’ll admit that, but when it comes to business, I like to think I can set my emotions to the side. I think that’s why Jase and I make a good fit. I’ve enjoyed working under him even. Watching the way he does things and learning new methods. I didn’t start at the bar though, I started in the parking lot, with a gun in my hand.
The music pounds, the bass thrumming through my veins and the lights dip low with the sound of a roar of excitement from the dance floor.
Walsh exhales, low and steady, flexing both of his hands on the bar. I’m conscious of where they go and every move he makes. Public place or not, Walsh is a desperate man fueled by revenge. I don’t trust either of those aspects.
“You gave me six names,” Walsh starts and then a chilled heavy glass of clear liquid is placed in front of him. I nod a thanks to Anthony, and wait as Walsh sips it first. It takes Anthony a moment to get the hint not to stay close, but he gets it as Walsh throws it back.
“I put them through the database and got six addresses,” he says flatly, tilting his empty glass on the table. In my periphery, I watch as Jase crosses his arms. The way his jaw is clenched is an indication that he’s holding back and he’s on edge.
“Another?” I offer, and Walsh shakes his head, meeting my stare. It’s then that I realize, all his attention is focused on me. None at all on Jase Cross. He’s barely looked at Jase. I don’t like the unease that climbs up my spine.
“When I got to the first address, I knew something was wrong. The lights didn’t work. Electric had been cut. Next to the body on the floor was a note. Same with the next address and the next. All but the blonde woman on the list. She’s missing, but her body wasn’t dead at her place.”
My blood runs cold. Dead. “They’re all dead?” Jase questions.
“Every single one of them.” Walsh’s nostrils flare and the tension between the three of us is at an all-time high. This is fucked.
“If you think you can fuck with me,” Walsh practically spits, the anger but also the frustration showing in his reddened eyes.
“No one’s fucking with you,” Jase says and slams both of his hands down on the bar, getting the attention of a number of patrons. I don’t touch him or hint to anything at all with Jase.
“What did the note say?” I ask Walsh, needing information. Information is everything.
Walsh’s hard gaze turns to me and he says, “Funny you should be the one to ask. It said: Was it Fletcher who did it, or Laura’s father?”
The confusion weaves its way through my expression quickly enough and that’s when the coldness hits, followed by the heat of rage. Marcus got to them first. He killed the men, knowing we knew about them.
My jaw twitches and I move for the first time since Walsh has been in here. Fuck! Adrenaline courses through me.
“I knew of Fletcher and you. I knew that one.” Walsh keeps talking. I can barely keep my focus on the words spewing from his mouth. I can’t even fucking breathe.
Fletcher or Laura’s father. Marcus’s note comes back to me. He’s playing with us. One step ahead. He’s always one step ahead. Motherfucker!
“I didn’t know who Laura’s father was referring to. Not until last night.” Walsh continues. “I figured if Fletcher was related to you, so was Laura.” Jase says something but I can’t hear him over the ringing and slew of curses in my ears.
With my hands in fists, I raise them to the top of my head, closing my eyes and praying for calm. He’s bringing Laura into this.
Marcus brought Laura into it, and put her on Walsh’s radar.
I finally speak. “Marcus… he knew about the list and got to them first.”
“How did he know?” Jase’s question is accusatory and I sneer at him, “How the hell should I know?”
“Calm down,” Jase urges me, his dark eyes narrowing as he watches me. I want to pace; I want to throw something across this fucking room.
“He dragged Laura into this.” I can barely speak her name. I feel like a caged animal, ready to attack anything that comes near me.
“He brought you front and center.” Jase’s response is quick and again I catch a tone that I don’t care for.
“What does the note mean?” Walsh asks.
“I don’t know,” I answer Walsh harshly. With both of my hands on the bar, I inhale once, then look around us. The barstools have cleared, no one daring to come around us. When I look up, no one has the audacity to look at us, but I know they’re watching. Some of them are. Others are leaving as quickly as they can.
I turn my gaze back to Walsh, noting how he looks at me like I’m hiding something. “Both of them are dead. Laura’s father and Fletcher. They’re both dead and buried ten feet under.”
“Marcus must have known about the list and he got to them first,” Jase presumes and places a hand on my shoulder, urging me to stand back up. With the blood still rushing in my ears and my head spinning, I stand up straighter. “He killed his own men because they weren’t good enough to hide from us.”
I can’t fucking breathe in here. Loosening my tie, I hear Walsh tell Jase everything he did.
“Maybe surveillance on your computer?” Jase suggests after a series of back and forths.
“It doesn’t matter. The information is useless.”
“We gave you good intel. It’s not our problem if you fucked it up.”
“It actually is,” Walsh replies condescendingly. “We don’t have a deal until I say so. And this?” he says as he puts both of his hands up and then slowly shakes his head. “No deal.”
“What do you want?” I ask him, glancing at Jase whose face easily tells me what he wants. He wants to take that glass or maybe the bottle, any fucking thing he can get his hands on and smash it into Walsh’s skull. I bet that’s what’s playing through his mind right now. On repeat.
“I want Marcus.” Defeat colors Walsh’s tone and he drops his head into his hands, putting both his elbows on the bar.
“Get him another drink,” I order and Anthony’s quick to reply, “Yes, sir” at the same time Walsh says, “No.”
“We have information at least,” Jase says beneath his breath and then nods his head at Walsh. “His computer’s being watched.”
“Potential information,” I correct him. “There’s no way to know how and when Marcus got that list.”
“What’s that?” Walsh asks. The second he does, the glass of vodka hits the bar and Walsh shoves it to the side.
I take it. Still feeling the rage of adrenaline coursing through me, I throw back the shot and then tell Anthony, “Another.”
I can’t get the thoughts of Laura out of my head. Marcus is shoving her right in the middle. He gave her over to Walsh. He’s going to know about her connection with Delilah. He will soon if he doesn’t already. It’s fucked. Everything is fucked.
“We’ll look into what we can give you,” I answer Walsh and before he can respond, the shot hits the bar and I down it, hissing from the heat that rolls down the back of my throat and spreads through my chest.
“What can you give me?” Walsh’s anger gets the best of him. “Don’t forget what I have on you,” he warns.
“Don’t forget we’ve both gotten away with worse,” I grit back. “We’re helping you find him, against our better judgment. Be grateful for that.”
Jase only observes and then orders two more shots from Anthony. “Unless you want to take us up on that free drink,” he offers Walsh.
The officer is silent as Jase takes a shot with me. And then orders two more. My head feels faint with the alcohol hitting me, but my mind still races and whatever I do, I can’t tame the anger.
Walsh watches as another shot goes down. It burns and settles deep in the pit of my stomach. It only fuels the need to get to Marcus. To be the one to take him down.
“He shouldn’t have brought Laura into this,” I tell Jase, feeling the swell of anger rise to my shoulders.
“You know what they call serial killers like him?” Walsh asks and Anthony pushes another pair of shots in front of us. When I look at him, his gaze is fixated on the empty shot glass, turning it on the table.
I’ve had enough. Enough of everything. Jase is quick to throw his back, slamming the glass down just as Walsh answers his own question. “Angel of Death. They don’t stop. I may be your enemy, but he’s worse.”
Neither Jase or I respond. I watch silently as Walsh’s guard drops as his true intentions come closer to the surface.
“It’s only a matter of time before you do something he deems punishable by death.”
“Is that why you want him so bad? The serial killer who got away back when you were an agent?” I goad him, wondering if he’ll even mention Delilah.
Jase takes the last shot on the bar when I don’t touch it.
“No,” Walsh answers honestly, but he doesn’t give away any of the truth. The way his gaze seems to look through me, I think he already knows that I know. He’s connected the dots. Which means he knows that Laura knows too. He makes his final plea and says, “Help me. Give me information.”
The thoughts of Laura and Delilah remind me of the notebooks. We have them. We have the locations.
I don’t trust Walsh though. I don’t trust his ass and that realization brings me to the conclusion that maybe he killed them. Maybe he didn’t find them dead. But that can’t be. It doesn’t explain the notes.
My head spins and a low exhale of agitation leaves me.
“We’ll see what we can do,” Jase answers Walsh even though his eyes are on me. “Now get out of my bar.”
My gaze shifts between the back of Walsh’s loose shirt as he weaves through the crowd and Anthony, who’s standing with his hands clasped in front of him to my right. I know he can feel my eyes on him, but he doesn’t look. He doesn’t turn to watch. The kid doesn’t know what to do, so I ask him, “What do you think?”
He hesitates to answer and when he does, he clears his throat first before saying, “I think the note has to mean something, but he’s a fucking psychopath and I don’t understand.”
A large hand grasping my shoulder pulls my attention away from Anthony. Jase doesn’t ask, he commands, “Have another drink with me.”
“I have to go to Laura. She just got done with work.” Fuck, I need to tell her Walsh knows. There’s so much I need to tell her.
Jase walks around to the other side of the bar, pulling out stools for both of us. “It’s one forty. She’s already at your place by now.”
“He brought her into this. Marcus doesn’t play by any rules. He hits where it hurts.”
“We may be a step ahead of him though. Now that we know he’s watching Walsh’s computer.”
I nod in agreement, or at least my head does without my conscious consent. Marcus just graduated to the top of my hit list.
“Grab her a bottle of red wine like you said you would and have another drink before you lose your shit.”
It hits me that Jase is saying the same words to me that I’ve said to him a dozen times before.
“When did that happen?” I ask him with a smile, a sad and fucked up one, playing on my lips.
“What?” Jase asks me, not waiting on Anthony now that he’s busy with the patrons who have taken up the momentarily empty seats. He reaches around the other side, grabbing a half-empty bottle, choosing to stick to vodka, and two glasses.
“When did I become the angry one needing to be calmed down?” I joke with him.
“Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been angry.” He places the shot down in front of me before adding, “You just didn’t show it.” His response is dead serious.
I pour the shot into my mouth, noting how he squeezes my shoulders and then swallow the chilled clear liquid, feeling the burn flow down my throat and then lower through my abdomen.
Jase takes his and then taps the glass on the bar, looking at the stool where Walsh was sitting. “Now you need to tell me…” he says and his tone changes. Not to one of a boss, but to one of a friend who’s desperate to help his buddy clean up his mess, “…everything about Fletcher and Laura’s father so we can figure out this fucking note.”





LAURA
M y shift is over but I can’t leave this place. I can’t walk away knowing Melody’s in there and she just confessed to murder. I can’t call Walsh. I can’t bring myself to do anything but sit in my car. It’s on and the heat is blasting since I was freezing when I got in.
Seth hasn’t called or texted. I thought he’d be waiting up for me, but when I messaged him, realizing how late I was, he didn’t respond.
That alone and lost feeling I felt earlier today returns. When you’re with someone, shouldn’t you feel it? I remember, years ago, feeling that security and knowing he was there always when I had Seth. This is different.
I don’t really have Seth right now though, do I? I have him in only two ways. He wants my body and my obedience.
I put my phone away. 9-1-1 was waiting for me to press send. All I had to do was push send and ask to speak to Walsh. I assume this late though, he’s not working. I was ready to leave a message, but I don’t want to do that. I don’t owe anyone anything. I’ll write Melody’s confession down on the charts. I’ll let Aiden deal with it. I already called him and left a voicemail. I already filled out all the necessary paperwork per protocol.
It’s not relief I feel when I put the car into drive and pull off onto the main road. There’s this gnawing hurt that eats away at me. It points out that I’m not enough. I’ve never been enough.
I’m too weak to handle any of it. I always have been. Does Seth really want me? How could he when he knows more than anyone how little I can handle?
The green light and white streetlights blur as I drive by them.
I turn on the radio and put the volume up then roll down my window and turn off the heat. A shaky breath leaves me and then another.
I miss my grandma. I miss my father too.
Memories of the two of them flicker through my head as I drive, desperately trying to think of anything but my present situation.
I remember one night my dad told me he had to make a stop before going home. I never liked it when he had to make stops at this “friend’s” house. He wasn’t a bad guy. My father really wasn’t a bad guy at all. There wasn’t a day that went by where I didn’t know he loved me. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for me. The thing is though… he did bad things and he got himself into bad situations.
I knew that he peddled pills. I wasn’t that naïve. So when he stopped in front of an apartment complex I’d never been in, I was already on edge.
He leaned over and told me, “If you hear bullets, drive away as fast as you can.” He made me say I would and then he went inside. I still remember his smile and that should have given it away. I was fifteen, I didn’t even have a driver’s permit, but I got in the driver seat and stared at the front glass door on high alert the second he was out of view.
My father laughed and laughed when he saw me after he’d been inside for only a couple of minutes. After all, he was just joking. He gave me a kiss on the cheek when I settled back into my seat, and the smile he’d left with was wider than before. He would never know how scared I was.
Not at the thought of hearing bullets or having to drive away. But at the thought that I’d have to drive away without him. My father wasn’t a bad man at all and I love him still, but damn did he put bad things in my head.
I don’t even realize I’ve driven to Seth’s house until I put the car in park. I pull up next to his, noting that the headlights are still on. Did he just get in?
As I’m walking up to his door, the headlights go out. That’s the first thing that startles me. It’s always an uneasy feeling when lights go out and leave you in the dark.
The second thing that nearly gives me a heart attack is when Seth opens the door without any notice at all. I choke on my scream and my hand holding the keys flies up to my throat. It’s such a jarring quick response, I almost jab myself with the key I’m so on edge.
“Fuck,” I sputter, my heart pounding in my chest so hard, it makes me question if I remembered to take my medicine this morning. “You scared the shit out of me.”
Seth’s grip isn’t gentle when he pulls me into his house. “Where were you?” he demands in a low, threatening tone. Ripping out of his grasp, I look at him like he’s lost his mind.
Fear, not anger is etched into his handsome expression. Everything about him reminds me how damaged he is. Everything but the booze coming off of him.
“Are you drunk?” The accusation in my tone is evident.
He breathes out heavily. Slamming the front door and moving around me to go to the kitchen sink.
I can’t believe the sight of him. Never taking my eyes off of him, I toss down my keys and purse. Seth’s busy washing his face at the sink as I take a look around the room. He couldn’t have been here long, but still, there’s a hole punched into the drywall that leads to the hall.
“You hurt your hand?” I bite out, feeling angrier by the second. What the hell is wrong with him?
His shoulders are hunched over the sink still as he braces himself with his forearms after wiping off his face. “I thought someone took you,” he admits to me. His breathing still hasn’t calmed and guilt quickly replaces the anger.
I never know what to feel when it comes to Seth. Right now though, I feel sorry for him. He’s still in his suit pants but his shirt is disheveled and I can see from here the bruise already covering his battered hand.
“I should have texted sooner; I just had a bad night.” I apologize with every ounce of sincerity I can muster. I know the wars he fought, both physical and emotional, have left scars on Seth.
“You had a bad night,” he huffs out humorlessly and then covers his face with both of his hands, leaning his head back.
It’s so fucking insulting. Like I can’t have a hard night because I don’t do what he does. It’s hard not to be angry. It’s more difficult than anything not to engage and let him know punching holes into walls and yelling at me because I’m late—even though he was too—isn’t acceptable.
“I’m sorry you thought something happened to me,” I say, speaking up to make sure he can hear me as I grab my keys. The sound of them jingling finally brings his gaze back to me.
He looks like he’s gone through hell and back. I get that. I do, but I didn’t sign up for this shit.
“I’m going home and when you’re sober—”
“The hell you are.” Seth’s tone is demanding and desperate all at once. “Get your ass over here.”
My feet are cemented where they are, undecided on whether or not I should have a backbone and leave, or whether I should go to him. The fluttering in my chest and the way my throat goes tight when he looks at me like that, desperately from across the room, that’s what makes me put my keys back down and make my way to him.
The second I put a foot in the kitchen, he pulls me in tight and hugs me to him. Yes, he smells like booze. He smells like him too. This deep masculine, heavy scent that I used to dream of. A scent I swore I could smell on one of my shirts once so I refused to wash it until I could no longer make out his fragrance.
“Please don’t treat me like that,” I breathe into his shirt, my eyes still open. His are closed though. Both arms wrapped around me, he rocks me right there in front of the sink.
“I’m sorry,” he murmurs and then kisses my crown.
It’s then that I remember a similar night. A night like this. One where I was ready to leave, but I didn’t. Because I love him. I love the way he holds me; I love the way he smells. I love what he does to me and what I can do to him.
But as I stand here, too sober, too exhausted, too wrung the hell out, I remember very clearly something I told myself for years as I cried myself to sleep.
If I’d left that night, Cami would still be here.
That thought is why I push myself away from Seth, not wanting to cry anymore. His rough fingers brush my skin when I back away. The counter hits my lower back and with both of my palms pressed to my eyes I walk out of the kitchen. The silence behind me proves he doesn’t follow me.
Fuck, I can’t take any more today. I swear I can’t take any more.
“What’s wrong?” he asks me, clearly having no idea.
“I don’t know where to start,” I say and breathe out heavily. Wanting to sit on the sofa, but also looking toward the door. Therapy taught me a lot when I was in school. It taught me I should be by myself when I feel like this. When it gets to be too much, I don’t communicate well. I know I don’t. “I had a really bad day and I just… I can’t do much of anything right now.”
“Can’t what?” Seth questions from behind me and I turn around to face him. With his tie loose around his neck, the top two buttons undone and the one closest to the top hanging on by a thread, Seth looks rough. Rough has always looked good on him, but not tonight. Not the way he looks at me with his lips parted, still breathing heavily. He looks wounded beyond repair.
“Are you okay?” I ask him, swallowing the wretched emotions that come with seeing him like this. He nods, not telling me anything and that’s okay too. He doesn’t have to, not right now. Not ever if he doesn’t want to. We do need to talk about him reacting the way he did though. His anger; his fear.
“I think we should sleep,” I suggest, not feeling well myself. “If I look the way I feel, you know I need sleep right now,” I tell him although I can’t look him in the eye.
“Talk to me,” he urges.
“What’s gotten into you?” I question him, not liking the way he looks at me like he’s about to lose me.
“You don’t want to know,” is all he says, again shaking his head. The hand he bloodied rises to his eyebrow and it’s shaking. My strong man is trembling.
“I’m here, I’m here,” I reassure him, holding him like he held me. This time I close my eyes and I let him rock me. I whisper against his chest, fighting sleep and refusing to be anything less than a rock for him now. “I do. I want to know.”
“I have secrets,” he tells me and I don’t know if I should laugh, or maybe roll my eyes. It would be insulting if he wasn’t wasted right now. I watch his throat tighten, the stubble on it even longer without him having shaved since I last saw him, as he swallows.
“You think I don’t know that?” As I speak, my voice is soft and it’s meant to be comforting, it’s meant to make him feel better. I know he has secrets and he hides things. I accept it.
“You don’t know the half of it. You don’t know what I did,” he says and his voice goes tight and again he covers his face, forcing him to let go of me. He scrubs his eyes like he wants the vision to go away.
“Seth, tell me what’s wrong?” The unsettling, gut-wrenching feeling takes over. Something is not just wrong, it’s gotten to him more than I’ve seen anything get to him. He’s scared. I feel it rock through my bones, his fear and despair. “Seth, please,” I beg him and he only shakes his head, his hands on the top of his head, his eyes closed tight.
“Tell me,” I demand and pull at his arms, forcing him to look at me, not knowing what else to do. Not knowing how to help him and not knowing what I’m going to do. I’m so on edge.
“I killed your dad!” Seth screams and the rage and brokenness that was written on his face changes quickly.
What? His words sink in slowly, like a dark red sky late at night before it all turns black. Shock is a reality. It’s numbing.
“Laura.” He speaks my name and reaches out for me with both hands. I shake my head, not accepting his grasp.
“You’re drunk; you didn’t kill him. He—he died in a car accident. He was in a car accident.” It was an accident, but my chest feels hollow hearing Seth say something like that. There’s no skip, no beat of any sort. My heart has fled.
I rip my arm away from him and he stays like he is, hunched down with his arms out to me even though I step away. “You need to stop and go to bed,” I warn him, feeling my throat go raw with horrible emotions.
“I did.” His wretched words are spoken like they’re true, but they’re not.
“It was a car accident,” I say as I take another step back until I’m fully in the living area and he’s in the kitchen. “You need to stop,” I warn him again, raising my arm. Of all the days to bring up my dad, it would have to be this one. When he’s been on my mind the entire drive here.
Seth takes a cautious step forward and suddenly I feel like I’m choking. Just from the way he’s looking at me, like he’s about to break me.
“He was a rat. That’s why.” My bottom lip wobbles when his eyes turn glossy.
“Stop it,” I say and try to cut him off, but he keeps talking. “No he wasn’t. You’re just tired and not—”
“That’s why Vito was going to hurt you. To get to your father.” I have to blink away the shining haze of tears in my eyes as I back away. He’s lying. My father would never rat. Seth would never kill him. It doesn’t make sense.
“Stop it!” I scream. “You don’t know anything about my father,” I say, barely getting the choked words out, tears flowing easily down my cheeks as I take another step back, hitting the coffee table and nearly falling backward.
Seth explains, his eyes turning red and a tortuous tone in his voice as he says, “My father… he couldn’t let yours live. I wanted it to look like an accident. I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t want to, but he made me. He said it was the only—”
“Stop it, please,” I say as my legs go weak and tremble. My shoulders hunch in as I round the coffee table, backing away as Seth gets closer to me. I need to get to the door. I have to get the fuck out of here. “Stop it,” I beg him.
It’s not true. He’s just drunk. It can’t be true, but the hurt in my chest, oh my God, it can’t be true. Denial is the first stage of grief.
“He said I had to do it if I wanted it to be an accident.” Seth’s eyes reflect mine. Glossy and wishing what he’s saying wasn’t true.
I don’t know how or why, but I slam my fist into his jaw, only once before taking off. It’s all a blur. I don’t remember thinking of reacting, choosing to leave. My body’s hot and numb and disbelief turns me blind to what’s happening. I do it, though. I hit him square in his jaw. Leaving Seth behind me, holding his jaw in shock. I run faster than him, I get out of the house and into my car before I see him in the doorway. The burning pain in my knuckles is nothing.
It’s nothing compared to the pain ripping through me as I speed away.





SETH
F uck. That wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen. My head’s spinning. I shouldn’t be driving. Jase was right, I should have stayed at the bar or with him or anywhere else. I shouldn’t have let him and Anthony drive me home.
I wish they’d been there when I walked in and saw she wasn’t there. I stayed outside while they drove off, gathering whatever composure I could. It was a recipe for disaster. Everything about our story is meant for tragedy. It all could have been different, if only.
Fuck! I slam my hand onto the steering wheel, feeling the stinging pain from the already formed bruises. I do it again and again, just to feel it. I deserve it.
Reckless. I was reckless with her. I never should have said a damn thing. Selfish. I did it because I needed to know she’d still love me after. Selfish.
The lights turn red. I swear every light has turned red on my way to her house. Praying she’s there, praying she’ll forgive me, doesn’t offer me any hope. Why would she? I already knew she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t love me if she knew. She never really loved me, because she didn’t know. It’s why I could never make the first move; it’s why I could never tell her those words she needed to hear, I love you. It was such a lie.
I was never worthy of that love. It wasn’t real.
Thunk! I slam my fist against my window, wanting to feel even more pain. The pain is so wretched in my chest that swallowing feels like suffocation.
I wish I could take it back. All of it. I wish I could rewrite our story.
My head falls back against the leather seat as I slow to stop at another red light. My face is hot and my breathing staggered, but my body is wired. My leg doesn’t stop the constant tapping.
Thank fuck the streets are barren. There’s not a soul out tonight.
Time moves too slowly; all the while anxiousness eats me up inside. My tires squeal when I pull into the parking lot outside Laura’s place. Her car’s already parked.
My body sags with relief of at least knowing where she is.
She’s safe. That’s all that matters tonight. She’s safe.
If Jase hadn’t wanted me to tell him… If I didn’t have to tell him, I wouldn’t have had to relive it.
With my fist at my jaw, I stare at Laura’s window. The lights are on; she’s inside. The sad truth is that it was going to happen eventually. I always knew it would. Her leaving me was a blessing. I should have let her go. I shouldn’t have brought her into this hell again. Selfish.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, feeling the loss all over again and knowing it’s my fault. My hands don’t stop shaking.
I did it for her though. I remember telling Jase over and over. I did do it for her. She didn’t have to know her father was a rat. Vito wanted to hurt him by hurting Laura, and that wasn’t something that could happen.
It didn’t change the fact her father had ratted. He was a rat and he had to die.
Fuck, my chest sinks, remembering the old man. Everything was a joke to him. It was never serious but the shit he talked about to whoever would listen… it wasn’t something we could allow.
My father knew he had to go the second he took charge and everyone agreed. They were going to do it in the warehouse, then dump him in the back alley.
Then what would Laura have had? She would have known. Everyone would have known with his body being left there and she would have been the daughter of a rat.
I wanted to hide it from her. I wanted to protect her. Everything inside me needed to protect her.
Then you do it. My father’s voice echoes in my head as I stare straight ahead at the bright lights in Laura’s living room. Her curtains are parted and I can see her silhouette move from one side to the other.
My father put the gun in my hand and I shot her father in the back of the head while he begged for his life. I never wanted to do it. I didn’t want to kill him. I just wanted to protect her. I had to do it alone while they watched. Getting his body to the car, driving it to the top of the cliff, disposing of the gun in the cement pit round the back.
They were going to kill him one way or the other, but I did it.
I didn’t want her to know. It would have killed her. She was already so alone.
“I’m sorry,” I say again in the darkness, all alone where I belong. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
My throat’s raw, my body humming, my emotions thrashed, which is why I hesitate to believe what I see. Two sets of lights are on.
My body’s cold in an instant. Fuck, no. No. It can’t get worse tonight.
She’s visible in her bedroom.
So are three other figures, in her living room.





LAURA
I hear the front door open and I know it’s Seth, but I don’t say a damn thing. I don’t even know if I can speak right now without screaming incoherently through the pain.
My father’s been long gone. I have to cover my face with my hands as it crumples and the sadness rips through me… he wasn’t a rat. He wasn’t.
They didn’t have to kill him; he never would have told anyone anything. He wasn’t a rat! My knees are still weak and I sniffle, angrily brushing under my eyes. I can hear Seth in the living room, but I don’t go to him. I want to, I want to scream at him, hit him. I want him to lie to me and tell me he made it up. I want it to be a cruel joke I can beat the shit out of him for and for him to hold me until this shaking and the sobs disappear.
He said we’d be together to make the hurt stop, but it doesn’t. It never stops with us.
A shuddering breath pulls the energy from me and I hear something in the living room. He moved something around.
I want to tell him to get the fuck out. I want to scream at him and shove my fists into his chest. At the same time, I don’t want to see him or be around him. I don’t want his large hands on me, his warm body pulling me in. Why? Because I desperately need someone to hold me right now and I have no one.
It’s hard to inhale; harder to calm my wild heart down. It trips like it’s falling down an endless staircase and it hurts. God it hurts.
“Get out!” I scream and the sound is ragged. My fingers fly into my hair as I hunch my shoulders down and cover my face with my forearms. I grip on for my sanity.
Just breathe.
I’ve been doing it all day, thinking it all day, but at some point, breathing doesn’t help.
The bang sounds again from behind me. He’s still moving shit around in there.
I know that he’s drunk, I know he’s hurting, but right now, I can’t have him here. I can’t allow it to happen. I’m crumbling into nothingness and he doesn’t get to watch that. He doesn’t get to be around me when it happens. I don’t care how badly I need him.
“Laura,” a voice calls out just as I get to my bedroom door and chills flow down my spine, sinking into my blood as I stop with my hand on the knob.
Thud, thud.
That’s not Seth.
“Come out, come out,” the voice sounds, “wherever you are,” dragging out the words like it’s a game. And then I hear another voice. Two men.
My pulse races with a new kind of fear. Whiplash dizzies my mind.
I could hide, but there’s nowhere to hide in here other than under the bed defenselessly. I have a window in my bedroom, but the fire escape stairs are in the living room. The ones made of steel that go all the way down and lead outside.
Sometimes you can’t just breathe. Sometimes, you just have to face it.
When I push the door open, listening to the eerily soft creak, four men face me.
Three of them have black masks, dark blue jeans and black shirts. All nondescript. None of them recognizable from their voices or what little I can see of their eyes. They stand in a relative half circle, my coffee table pushed back.
Three men who have come to do something awful, although seeing masks covering their faces, calms a side of me. The logical side, the side that thinks, is telling me they hadn’t planned on killing me. If they had, they wouldn’t have worn masks to hide who they are.
They came for something bad, though. That much is known from the slow clap and chilled laughter from the one on the right, the one by the coffee table. As if the masks and breaking into my apartment wasn’t enough to give it away.
I may be terrified, but a part of me is ready. That little piece that screams inside my head that I should have put a bat next to my bedroom door.
“There she is,” he calls out, his voice harsh with brittle humor. I don’t know how I stand so tall when they’re so much bigger than me.
I try not to look at the fourth man. Swallowing harshly, my bottom lip quivering, I search my whirling mind for anything I can do to stall as Seth moves quietly to close the front door. I don’t want my focus to go to him; I don’t want them to see him sneaking up on them. In his oxfords and disheveled suit, a gun already in his hand and not on the doorknob.
My lips part to say something as the hot tears slip down my face, but I can’t even speak. The barrel of a gun stares at me, the man on the left raising it. Fear is a crippling bitch. She can fuck right off, but right now, she’s got her grip on my throat.
The barrel of the gun pointed at my face is a dark hole, like one I’ve imagined falling down so many times.
The bang isn’t from it though, and the next bang and hollering isn’t either.
“Behind you!” the not-so-funny man yells to man number two. Man number one, the one who dared raise a gun to me, is already lying face-first on the floor with a hole in the back of his head. Blood pools around his face.
Bang! I scream instinctively. Seth shoots but so do the other two. Bullets ricochet and fly, something breaks and I can’t track it all at once. I don’t know what is happening, just that I need to move.
Even shaking, I can see everything clearly, but only seconds of it. A second of logic and clarity and then a whirl of chaos. Grabbing the clock on the wall, the large sixteen-inch barn clock, I run and scream, slamming it into the back of the man’s head who’s closest to me. Cursing, he stumbles, but doesn’t fall. I raise the clock again to strike him, wanting and needing to do anything at all, but I hear another shot and then another and the frightful burst of the bang forces me to huddle down.
My heart races. My body hot, I blink away the chaos. My breathing screams in my ears and it’s all I can hear.
Seth’s still standing. I’m standing. My gaze moves to each of the men accordingly. One, two, three. All still, all not moving. I watch them each again, listening to my ragged breathing. Is it over already? Are we okay?
We’re alive. My chest pounds, my heart pumping hard and fast. I feel faint.
“We’re okay,” I whisper, rocking as I lean against the wall. The bullets weren’t clean and simple. There’s blood everywhere.
Is that blood? There’s blood on Seth. His shirt. There’s too much blood. Not like the bits that have spattered behind me. Not like what’s on me. It’s a circle and it’s growing.
A mix between a grunt and a groan leaves Seth as he checks his gun and then it clicks loudly as he heads back to the front door, locking it.
“Are you okay?” I ask in what feels like a yell although it sounds like a murmur, hoping he can hear me. Inhaling sharply, my heart beats wildly and my lungs refuse to move right. He’s walking, he’s okay. He’s okay. He has to be okay.
Everything is shaking and my hands don’t stop shaking. I clasp them, trying to calm down, but that’s when I see the blood on my hands. There’s so much blood.
He still hasn’t answered me; he’s just walking to the windows.
“Seth!” I scream at Seth to look at me, my eyes burning and my throat sore from screaming. He doesn’t answer me, but the blood circle is growing. He’s shot. My lip quivers. “Seth!”
He ignores me, stepping over a body to get to the window.
“Fuck,” Seth hisses as a loud ringing wails. “Why are they here so fast?” he questions out loud, moving to the window and cursing again. It takes me a moment to even understand. Everything is ringing, my blood, my ears. Shock and fear still have their grip on me.
Sirens wail outside. Loud and they’re only getting louder.
“Check them,” Seth grits out, his jaw clenched as he breathes in deep.
“You need a doctor,” I beg him to let me help him, but he grabs my hand as I grab his shirt. “Check them first.”
My eyes are wide with disbelief. “For what?” My head is spinning and my thoughts are scattered. I don’t understand. “Make sure they’re dead,” he yells out and then leans against the wall.
I could argue with him and I almost do. My body leans forward subconsciously, wanting to go to him and give the gunshot the attention it needs.
“It’s in and out, Babygirl. It’s not a big deal, just annoying the fuck out of me,” he talks calmly, although his breathing is still labored. Heavy and deep.
I take a step back to do what he tells me. Check them. Dead bodies. Three dead bodies all in masks.
The sirens get louder and Seth tells me to hurry, dropping to his knees by one man behind the sofa.
“Dead,” he calls out loud enough for me to hear him.
I have to crawl on my knees across the thick carpet to go from one dead man to the next corpse. My shaky fingers dig into their necks, waiting for a pulse that doesn’t come.
I stare into the eyes of the man closest to me through the ski mask. He’s white, his eyes are hazel and they stare at nothing. Pulling his mask back, I note that I don’t know him. He’s just a man.
“Who are they?” I question in a hushed breath and Seth only replies asking if they’re dead. My body trembles, not knowing what would have happened if Seth wasn’t here. What would they have done to me? What did they want?
“They’re dead. They’re all dead,” I reassure Seth as he grips his side. I don’t know how I’m still standing, or how any of this happened. Three men lie on the floor of my living room, all shot. All dead. Bullet holes litter my walls, the coffee table is broken from one of them trying to use it for defense, I don’t know. It all happened so fast.
“Let me look,” I demand, not waiting for an answer. I run to him as quickly as I can and pull up his shirt. He doesn’t protest, holding up his shirt and seething.
In the front and out the back of him. Two holes and too much blood.





LAURA
The blood is so dark. Dark blood is never good. “Seth,” my weak voice utters his name as tears fall down my cheeks. “Put pressure on it at least. Gauze, let me…” My hands shake and I try to remember everything you should do for a gunshot. I don’t have anything here to help him. I need supplies. “You need to go to the hospital!”
It’s surreal.
Holding his gun, still facing the dead men on the floor.
“We’ve got to get out of here.” Even as he turns away from me, I stare at the blood seeping into his shirt. It grows slowly, pooling out and then sticking to his side.
He doesn’t mention the pain as he opens the window in the living room. The way his face scrunches though and the way he’s breathing make it more than obvious to me.
“Seth,” I whimper and cover my mouth with both hands. Through the gaze of tears, I see the wreckage. The bodies lying dead, men who came to kill me.
Men Seth killed to save me. We shouldn’t be running, he should be getting help.
“Out here, Babygirl,” he commands as the knock at the door gets louder.
“Laura Roth,” a voice calls out. “It’s the police! Open up!”
My feet are cemented where I stand.
“Someone called them?” I blurt out as my head spins. They’re here too fast. It all happened so fast; why are they here already?
“Laura.” The urgency is clear in Seth’s voice as he closes the distance between us and grabs my arm. “We have to get out of here.”
It all snaps into place when he looks at me like that. The same way he used to look at me back then. Like he was put on this earth to save me. The desperation swirls in his eyes and it breaks me down to the only piece of me I truly know.
The piece that’s desperate to save my broken hero. So damaged by a life he chose not to run from.
“You first,” I whisper, shaking my head. “And you see someone,” I tell him, already deciding it won’t be me. It can’t be.
It’s pitch black outside, and a gust of harsh wind throws the curtains to the side as the policeman roars, “We’re coming in!”
“Go, quick,” I say as I usher him to the window. My hand brushes against his side, against the blood. Seth doesn’t react, but his jaw’s clenched tight. “Let me help you,” I beg him as he climbs out of the window and onto the metal fire escape stairs that lead down the side of the old brick building.
He’s quick to climb out into the dark night.
The police are coming and I’ll be damned if I let Seth take the fall. He still has both hands on the windowsill. The gun sitting on the sill cements my decision.
“Come on, Babygirl.” His tone is gentle as he waits for me to climb out too and to run. “I’ve got you.”
I can already hear my defense. They broke in here, they threatened me. I did it. I killed them but it was in self-defense. He can get help, he can take care of himself. They can’t blame him for this.
If he did it, if he’s the one to go down for their murders… There’s intent, drug wars, previous offenses.
I love him, but I hate him.
He hurts me, but he saves me.
Maybe I’m confused, maybe it’s the endorphins rushing through me, the fear, the unknown. I don’t know what it is, but I rip the gun from the sill, whispering for him to go to the hospital and slam the window closed the second his hand raises in confusion and defense. The look of betrayal doesn’t register in his eyes until I lock the window.
Bang! Bang! Two kicks sound at the door behind me and I suck in a harsh breath.
My fingers are clenched around the edge of the curtains, ripping them shut and hiding him from the police as the door slams open.
It’s chaotic and my head spins with uncertainty.
“Laura Roth, put the gun down slowly.”
It’s hard to breathe, let alone register what I’ve done. My knees give in and I slowly drop to the ground. There was one rap on the window, one harsh pounding of a fist and I know it’s Seth’s. But only one and then he’s gone.
Run, Seth. Please, run for me. Get help. I can’t stop picturing the hole in his side. He’ll get help faster this way. He’ll be okay. I have to believe that he’ll be okay.
He’ll understand. When it’s all over and I’m free. He’ll understand.
My body’s hot and still trembling as I drop to the floor, following the instructions of Officer Walsh. I recognize his voice. Walsh. Walsh is the one behind me and there are other cops as well, walking around and checking bodies. They call out that they’re dead.
“All of them?” Walsh asks and someone answers yes.
I don’t even know how many police officers are with him as he grabs one wrist and then the other. I stare blankly ahead at the curtain. At the spot where I last saw Seth’s face.
“I know you didn’t do this,” Walsh whispers as another cop behind me calls out that he’s gone too.
The police sirens ring out loud behind the windows. I wish it were an ambulance.
“It was self-defense.” I clear my throat and tell Walsh as he pulls me up and onto my feet. He huffs out like he doesn’t believe me.
“One of them was undercover, Laura. Your excuse isn’t going to work.”
Undercover… a cop. A chill travels along my skin.
No. Fuck. No.
My heart slams, skittering to a halt and refusing to go on. I can’t breathe. “You’re lying.” My voice raises as I start to say, “You just want me to—” before I cut myself off. He’s lying. The cold metal of the cuffs digs into my skin as he turns me around. Walsh’s light blue eyes stare into mine with pity.
“I’m taking you in even though I know you didn’t do this. You’re going to tell me everything though. You have to. Someone has to go down for this.”
He’s wrong. Walsh has to be wrong.
I didn’t just confess to killing an undercover cop.





SETH
There’s at least three of them. A gun to my temple. A hand keeping the gag in my mouth. The cloth is slipping back farther down my throat, strangling me as I breathe harshly through my nose. With only a single streetlight a block away, I can’t see shit. I heard the cops practically knock down Laura’s door and bucked back, screaming, fighting, but it was useless. I’d already been grabbed.
The rage is brutal, just like the heat that boils inside of me.
They don’t say anything. Not a fucking word as I scream out. The heavy arm holding my arms down around my front grabbed me the second my feet hit the steel grid outside Laura’s window.
Laura. The thought of her tightens my throat, a raw scratching feeling at the back of it. Trying to breathe, the gag slips back more.
“She’s all right.” I hear a voice behind me that makes me pause. Not the man holding me, not the man in front of me with the gun to my head.
It’s taken a while, but my eyes adjust slowly. Too slowly. My vision spins for a moment, the dizziness caused from the lack of air.
Breathe. Just breathe.
My fists unclench and I do my best to be smart. To figure out who they are. Dark eyes and white skin peek out from the black mask of the guy to my left. The one with the .22 caliber. He’s the only one I can see.
I can’t speak behind the gag, but I desperately want to. All I can do is wait. To see what they’ve come for. My heart races and my body’s nearly numb waiting, each muscle coiled and ready to strike.
I can hardly feel the pain of the bullet wound, but the blood is seeping into my clothes. It’s wet too fast. Too much blood. I’m bleeding out.
Footsteps come closer behind me. Calmly. Three to four men at least. Masked and prepared to be here. It could be Fletcher’s old crew but the chill in my spine, the lifelessness of the eyes I can see…
Marcus.
It was never Fletcher. It was always him.
Goosebumps dance down my flesh as bile rises up. “Laura’s fine. I can’t say the same for you.” The eerily calm voice lacks menace. Lacks any emotion at all.
“We have orders,” the man holding me finally speaks and I don’t recognize his voice. But it’s followed, too quickly, by another sound I recognize. One I’ve heard countless times.

CLICK.

Seth and Laura’s story isn’t over just yet. Their story continues with Tempted to Kiss.





TEMPTED TO KISS
Tempted to Kiss

by W Winters

From USA Today best-selling author W Winters comes the third installment to her emotionally gripping romantic suspense series Hard to Love.

I fell for someone I shouldn’t have.
I’m not the only one to ever do such a thing. I know that. And I’m not an awful person for desiring his touch, his kiss, his everything… but I knew I shouldn’t have indulged.
There’s something about knowing it’s wrong that tempts me that much more. The seduction became a game with higher stakes than any before him. In fact, it was only ever him.
The thing is, I knew I shouldn’t have. Now that the game is over and the pieces have fallen… I know I should have just walked away.
There’s no way out of the wreckage now.
It doesn’t change the fact that I wanted him more than anything. I still want him more than anything.
If only we could just have each other without destroying everything else.

Tempted to Kiss is book 3 in a series.  Hard to Love (book 1) and Desperate to Touch (book 2) must be read first.





DEDICATION
This book is dedicated to everyone who feels as if they’re at their worst.
It’s okay. There’s always a way out. Tomorrow may not be better, but better is coming.

I promise you, you won’t be down for long.





PROLOGUE
Seth
Eight years ago

With every day that passes by, I hate myself more and more. Only when she’s not around, though. When she closes the door and the crisp lonely air reminds me what a prick I am, that’s when the resentment creeps in. I have that sound memorized now. The sound of her closing the front door of her house is unmistakable. It’s not like other doors. It’s heavier, I think, and it has to be older because of the ragged groan it gives. Then there’s a pause and a click, followed by the shuffle of the metal chain brushing against the door as she locks it at the top. It’s so high up, she has to get on her tiptoes.
Then there’s nothing but silence and a hollowness in my chest that reminds me why she’s on the other side of it while I’m out here in the cold, waiting for the dark to set in.
The only saving grace I have is that when the light of daybreak peeks over the city’s skyline hours later, I know she’s waking up with every intention of letting me back in, giving me the only chance I have to make my sins right.
She should hate me for what I’ve done. She should loathe my existence.
Instead she unknowingly takes my hand and offers me the only peace I have in this life. If she knew the truth though… none of this would exist. These moments with her would only ever be a dream. Then I’d wake in the dawn, hating myself a little less than I hate myself now.
There are two sides to my life: The first is the side that protects Laura and holds on to the threads of her trust. Power, greed, and killing comprise the other.
That’s what drives me back to her every morning. I like to pretend I can keep the dark side of myself at bay, if only for her.
The look in Laura’s eyes right now as I stand in her kitchen, waiting for her to tell me I should go—I’ve seen it a million times before. The carefully restrained lust echoes in my own gaze. I’m certain she sees it. Just as I see it from her. I know what keeps me from turning my fantasies into reality. I don’t know what keeps her from acting on our mutual desire. Maybe she senses what I’m hiding. Maybe there’s a deep-seated instinct that warns her away from me.
If only it were that easy to avoid the bad things in life. Simply sense them, these situations, and turn them away. How wonderful this world would be if it were so easy.
“Thank you, Seth,” she says and her soft voice is gentle and sweet. There’s a hint of shyness that stays with her when she lets me in. Her skin flushes a little brighter, although this time of year, it can be blamed on the wind from outside. We’re in her home though, and her cheeks are a touch rosier than they were before we came in here. I have no right to let her innocence stir the flames of desire inside of me.
The microwave beeps, alerting Laura that her hot chocolate is done. “You sure you don’t want one?” she offers over her shoulder. She’s looking more at me than she is at the hot mug in her hand, as if she’s asking me something else entirely. She quickly sets it down when I shake my head and leaves it there, running her hands down her thighs and biting just slightly into her bottom lip.
Leaning against the doorframe to her grandmother’s kitchen, I note that no one’s home. No one else is here to make sure she’s all right. Her grandmother works herself to death and her father…
“Do you want to…” her voice trails off and a warm blush creeps up to her high cheekbones. Nearly up to her hairline. Her nervous laugh brings an infectious smile to her tempting lips. They’re the color of sweet, perfectly ripe berries. Maybe whatever berry her lips were made from were truly the forbidden fruit that condemned mankind to hell.
“Do I want to… what?” I question teasingly, crossing my arms and taking her in. It’s taken a long damn time for her to warm up to me. It took months for her to ask me to come inside. It’s been a few more months now and every day is easier, lighter. Until she’s gone and then I remember.
Laura picks at the hem of her large, cream-colored sweater. Her leggings make her look so relaxed and at ease. It’s been forever since I’ve seen her like this. No more red-rimmed eyes, no more tearstained cheeks. Almost a year, and she’s seemingly whole.
She closes the distance easily enough; her strides don’t give anything away. I’m only aware of how quick she is to get to me from the rapid thuds made by the pads of her feet. Shock and surprise consume me as her dainty hand grips my forearm, her nails barely touching my skin, teasing me. Thump, my heart pauses. She rises up on her tiptoes, barefoot and all, and presses those sweet lips to mine. Thump, my heart races with need and hunger.
At first it’s soft and gentle, a peck on the lips and nothing more. Maybe someone else would take it as a thank you, as testing a boundary, or flirtatious innocence. It’s anything but that to me. The barest of affections from her elicit a storm of want and need that floods my blood with desire. Even the feel of her breath so close is like heaven, so close I can almost taste it. Adrenaline races through me and I deepen the kiss. My arms uncross and wrap around her small waist before I know what’s happening.
The kiss is searing, branding my soul as she moans into my mouth. When she parts her lips, I take it as an invitation, giving in to the perverse thoughts I’ve had for as long as I’ve known her. The air turns hotter around us, everything blurring and turning into nothingness. That’s all life’s ever been for me, nothing without her.
I make a vow to myself as she parts from the kiss, her eyes half lidded, her fingernails digging into my skin to ensure I keep my grip on her. She breathes heavily as I promise myself, she’ll never know.
I’ll kill the man who tells her what I’ve done. I’ll kill him for taking her away from me.





LAURA
I wish I didn’t know. I wish Seth had never told me. I wish I’d never pressed him.
Once you tell someone a secret like the one he told me last night, you can’t take it back. More than anything in the entire world, I want to go back to that moment and beg him not to tell me. That little secret changed everything.
My cheek rests heavily on my fist, my elbow propped up on the metal table. It’s cold and I can’t stop rocking my right leg, which is crossed over the left. My muscles are tight and sore from sitting like this for so long, but I can’t get comfortable either way.
All I can think about is how I wish I hadn’t pushed him. I wish he’d had the sense not to tell me.
All the wishes in the world don’t mean shit as I bite away at my thumbnail in this far too cold empty room. Does that make me weak, or less of a woman? To wish I simply didn’t know something so awful and life altering? If it does, so be it. I just want to go back. I don’t want to know any of it.
The air conditioner keeps coming on and each time it does my heart leaps. It’s accompanied with a loud click, that fills the quiet space. It scares the shit out of me every time it clicks on. I haven’t slept in God knows how long now. I know that’s not helping, but how could I possibly sleep in this room? It’s not designed for comfort. I haven’t taken my medicine either and the beating organ in my chest runs wild. It doesn’t want to be in this interrogation room any more than I do.
My thumbnail is jagged and rough from biting it down to the nub as goosebumps spread across my flesh and my foot nervously taps against one of the metal legs of the table.
Four chairs, a table and a long-ass mirror at eye level on the wall to my left are all that are in this room. I’m no fool and I’m fully aware it’s a one-way mirror and they’re watching me.
Officer Cody Walsh is watching me.
Maybe he’s waiting for me to break. The question is: how long will he wait?
The door opens suddenly, ripping me from the trance I’d been in as I stared at my own reflection. From the scrubs I put on yesterday morning, to my red-rimmed eyes, blotchy from smeared mascara, I look like hell. Or rather like I’ve been to hell and come back to tell the tale.
Again my heart reacts at a sudden unfamiliar noise as the door opens, thumping and loudly protesting this man’s existence.
Cody Walsh will always look handsome, I’m sure of it. There’s a charming air that surrounds him as he lets the door close behind him, a coffee in each of his hands. He’s not dressed in his uniform, clad only in faded jeans and a crisp white collared shirt. Classically handsome fits him well. Wholesome, even. With neatly trimmed hair and never more than a five o’clock shadow on his face to pair with his gorgeous blue eyes and pearl-white smile, he’s a good-looking man to say the least. A little older, but good-looking nonetheless.
“You didn’t sleep,” he comments with compassion in his tone. I wish he weren’t compassionate. That’s how he gets me and I’m so aware, yet so in need.
I fall for it. My dreary night lends itself to a need for sympathy. The ball of emotions clouds my vision and I let my hand fall over my eyes, scrubbing them and reminding myself that I can’t say anything to anyone, no matter how long I’m meant to wait in this room. Anything I can think to say to Walsh in greeting jumbles itself at the back of my throat. I suppose some piece of me would rather choke on the words than give them to the man who arrested me.
“The guilty ones sleep.” Walsh’s voice remains casual, friendly even. It’s unavoidable to look him in the eyes as he walks over to me, confidently and nonthreatening in the least. “You didn’t and I knew you wouldn’t,” he says as he places a cup of coffee beside me. It smells like cinnamon and he must notice how I gaze down at the cup longingly the moment it hits the hard, unforgiving table. Which is the only thing that’s been my company for hours. I shift in my spot and suddenly realize how sore my elbow is from resting in the same position for so long.
The white paper cup is innocuous, the black lid standard, but it looks and smells like heaven to me.
Wrapping both of my hands around it, the warmth is everything. “Do you intentionally keep the room cold?” I ask as my shoulders shake with another click of the air conditioner turning back on. I knew it was coming, but still wasn’t ready for the sudden sound. It’s less of a shock with Cody distracting me though.
Officer Walsh looks up at the vent only a foot from me before turning, leaving the room without a word and then coming right back. The constant breeze is no longer present and he gives me a weak smile although his eyes don’t reach my own. “My apologies.”
The concrete floor protests in a loud screech as he pulls out the metal chair across from me. I take a sip of the coffee, unable to refrain any longer. The least I can do for myself is consume some sort of energy. I haven’t eaten in a long damn time since I didn’t take my lunch break on my last shift. I don’t know if the coffee is decaf or not, but the warmth alone is welcome. My eyes close and the lack of cool air against them grants me a small sense of peace. It’s short-lived, but it was there for a moment.
Walsh gestures to the coffee and says, “Cinnamon crumb cake or something like that. It was the special of the day. I don’t know how you take it.”
“It’s perfect,” I find myself saying as I open my eyes and stare straight ahead at the blank wall. I add after the tick of the clock, “Thank you.”
He nods in acknowledgment but then what he’s holding steals his gaze from me. There’s a folder in his grasp and he puts it on the table but doesn’t open it. Splaying his hands, he places them on either side of the folder and looks down at it as he speaks, rather than at me.
I wonder what it contains. Maybe evidence they found. Statements they took. Maybe it’s all blank papers and the man across from me simply wants to make me scared. At this point and from everything I’ve learned in my lifetime, any of those options are possible.
“There are three ways I see this playing out.” With the first bit spoken and my heart pumping harder, Walsh looks me in the eyes. He clears his throat and says the first option: “You’re tried and convicted for the murder of a cop.”
I swallow, the remaining cinnamon-flavored coffee suddenly making my throat tight. My pulse seems weaker and my head feels lighter at the thought. I could spend the rest of my life in prison. How is that justice? My conscience plays flashes of my life for me, each moment I got away with something wrong, something I shouldn’t have done. Justice and karma are quite different, aren’t they? When I push the warm cup away and fold my arms over myself, the cop continues, his voice a bit stronger. “The second option: I let you walk away and you go back to the man who had you take the fall.”
I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from speaking up to defend Seth and I know Cody Walsh sees it. The metallic taste of blood is awful, but uttering a word right now would be worse. I have to work hard to school my expression to neutral. I won’t say a word. I haven’t got a damn thing to say to him. If I so much as mention Seth, they could bring him in. He’s shot, he’s not okay.
Seth would have never meant for me take the fall. Never. I all but pushed him out that window. He may not be a good man, but he’s a good man to me. My heart sputters as the vision of Seth confessing to me last night comes back. I hide it, burying it beneath the image of him taking a bullet for me. How am I supposed to think straight when my world is so tilted?
My eyes close with the silent prayer that Seth’s all right. That he did what I told him to. My eyes open again while wondering: what are the odds that he already knows I’m in here? They have to be high. He must know. If he’s able, he’ll save me. I know he will.
“Or the third option,” Walsh continues. “Charges are pressed against you, you go to jail, and Seth, with the help of the Cross brothers, pull their strings to get you out.”
Hope flutters at the thought of the last scenario being the case. That will happen. That is the most likely outcome, right?
I’ve never known Seth to abandon me. He can be crude, an asshole. He’s lied to me and done so many wrong things. Worse than just wrong. He does things that are horrible, things that some say would send him straight to hell. But never once has he abandoned me. He’ll go through hell, commit all those sins ten times over, just to save me. It’s one of the things I’ll always love about him. He’s a damaged man beyond repair, but he wouldn’t let me suffer if he could stop it.
The rustling of Cody’s jeans as he readjusts in his seat brings my gaze back to his. “None of those instances lead to justice.” Justice sounds funny. Like it doesn’t belong in that sentence, let alone this conversation. “I think the third is the most likely, if you’re wondering.”
I have to blink away my surprise at his admission.
“Given the experiences I’ve had so far in this city, the men you hang around have a way of protecting themselves and I,” he pauses to suck in a breath, his brow rising before falling back into place. He lets out the breath and continues, “I hadn’t realized how close you were to them until recently.”
Tick, tick, my heart beats faster than the clock. I want to tell him that I’m not close to the Cross brothers, but I don’t say a word. Remembering that not speaking is my best defense. If they charge me, I’ll get a lawyer. Right now I’m in holding and having a lawyer won’t change that. I’m aware of my rights.
“I don’t know what will happen to you after you leave here, and that worries me.”
The concern he displays nearly makes me respond that I’ll be safe with Seth, but that’s none of his business. Not only that, but I don’t know how I could ever be with Seth again. My throat tightens at remembering what started this domino effect.
I have to clear my throat before I can tell Officer Walsh I don’t have anything to say other than the initial statement I gave. It was self-defense and I hardly remember anything at all. I told them everything happened so fast and I was so scared that I think I blacked out. It was the best excuse I could come up with at the time and now I’m sticking to it.
“The thing is, one of the men was a cop. So even if they get you out of here, the investigation won’t stop.”
Out of a nervous habit, I grab the coffee and sip. I’d rather drink than speak.
“There are men who aren’t in the back pocket of the Cross brothers. Men who also break the law and they’ll go around it to see someone pay for Officer Darby’s death.”
“Are you threatening me?” I ask and the shock is unrestrained, new fear coming to life.
“No. Not at all.” His response is quickly spoken, his eyes wide like he wasn’t anticipating my reaction in the least. The next thing he says is spoken with strength and sincerity. “I’ll do everything I can to protect you.” My question obviously shook him and his answer was quick and sincere. “I don’t want you to be involved. It can’t end well for you if you are.”
My nod is imperceptible as I absently scratch my nail against the paper coffee cup.
Words sit on the tip of my tongue. An explanation that the cop is obviously in the wrong, but now I question everything. Seth shot first. The masked man had the gun raised though. I’ve played it so many times in the back of my mind that the sequence of events is a blur and for a split second I’m not sure if I am remembering correctly. Inwardly I shake my head. Seth shot first. I know that truth. But those men threatened me with deadly force, the cop included. If I could go back, I wouldn’t want Seth to wait and see whether or not the trigger was pulled. If he had, I might be dead.
It has to mean something that I was threatened in my own home. That has to be important. The most important thing. All the words tangle at the back of my throat and I can’t swallow.
They strangle me.
Cody Walsh looks down at me with such sympathy, I nearly crack and ask him to tell me if it matters. It has to matter, doesn’t it?
My ass feels numb as I readjust in my seat, suddenly aware of how uncomfortable I am. My eyes are dry and burning. Of all the fatigues and pains, they hurt almost the most. Almost.
My fingers spread across my chest as I feel the faint pumping of my battered heart. Nothing could hurt worse than this.
I haven’t forgotten what Seth confessed. The pain is proof of that.
“Let me help you,” the good officer suggests as if he can. Nothing can help me. I won’t betray Seth. I barely survived the first time. I wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if I do it again. With weary eyes, I close them lightly, refusing to answer.
I have to sniff, breaking the silence and suddenly feeling stuffy. I haven’t cried and I’m proud of that. In the face of everything crumbling around me, I don’t feel the need. What’s done is done and now I wait. It’s all I can do.
“The death sentence is a possibility in this state, Laura. You don’t want to risk this,” he stresses.
“I don’t have anything to say, Officer Walsh,” I say and my voice is eerily calm. At my decision, the click of the air conditioner returns. I keep my eyes on Cody, but he moves his to the vent.
Although it genuinely tugs at my lips, I let out a small humorless laugh when he turns to look at the door, as if he’ll see through it to whomever has turned the air back on.
It’s a long moment before he says, “We can hold you for forty-eight hours without charging you.”
I don’t look at him. The metal table holds all my attention because it plays my life back for me like a movie. From the first time I laid eyes on Seth King to the sight he was last night. Forty-eight hours in here. I can make it that long. The tick, tick, tick of the ever-present clock calms any anxiousness I have. It’s a balm to my torn soul, even if my hands do shake in my lap.
“Laura.” The way the officer says my name grips my gaze, forcing me to look him in the eyes. They’re the most tranquil of blues and riddled with concern. It would be touching if I didn’t feel so much peace at the thought of simply being alone. “He killed one of us. They aren’t going to let this go.”
I don’t respond. I don’t have anything to say and I’ve already made that clear.
“Please, let me help you,” he beseeches.
My hands are hot when I press them to my eyes, breathing in deep and feeling the weight of everything pulling me under what feels like the roughest of tides.
I’ve been beyond help for quite some time. Forty-eight more hours isn’t going to change that.





SETH
I never thought I’d be grateful for the cold. I’ve always hated how cold it gets on the East Coast; it numbs the pain, though. Most of it. So the cold is something I need, something I focus on to keep me moving.
At least four men are guiding me, shoving me forward and keeping my arms pinned behind me. Listening to everything, every breath, every step they make—that’s the only information I have to go on to figure out how many there are, how big they are and what I’m up against.
Without the cold, I’d be burning hot with the need to react. The clang of the metal grates beneath my feet sparks recognition immediately. Thank fuck for that, because I can’t see a damn thing with the bag over my head.
The grates on the edge of the parking lot let me know my location without a doubt. I’m away from Laura and her place. That is the only silver lining to this fucking ending. They’re moving away from my Laura. At least she’ll be all right. The thought is calming in the best and worst of ways.
The sound of crickets, along with leaves blowing indicates the woods behind Laura’s apartment complex are to my left. The longer I’m out here, the more information I have, and the more settled I become. The telltale whoosh of a van door opening sounds to my right. I don’t react; I don’t let them know I’m even halfway with it.
According to the men taking me in, I reek of whiskey, I’m bleeding out and there’s no way I’ll make it.
Let them think I’m drunk. Let them think I’m slowly losing consciousness.
I want the elements of shock and surprise to be on my side when I get my opening.
This is on Marcus. The men in her place, these men waiting outside making sure it went down like it was supposed to. I know in my gut Marcus set it up. He’s a dead man. Every fucking person who’s involved is a dead man.
I’ll fucking kill him but odds are he’s going to kill me first. Unless I get a single opportunity. I just need one.
“Get him back, get him to talk. That’s all you need to worry about,” a gruff tone says. He doesn’t hide his voice and I almost give a start at realizing I recognize it. I recognize the way he coughs and I practically see him doing it. I’ve seen him close his fist and cover his mouth with it. He doesn’t do well with the change of season. He said that once. I know it’s him.
“I didn’t sign up for this,” one man protests, his voice hushed but I hear it.
The response is pushed through gritted teeth. “We have one job, get him there alive so he can talk.” I can hear a shove, a scampering back. “Do your fucking job.”
The hair stands up on the back of my neck. I followed this prick, I watched him for weeks. He’s one of Marcus’s men. Tall and gangly, but he’s got strength hidden in his thin frame. He was by the bridge, lugging crates. No one would view him as a threat at first if they happened to come across this man. Average in everything with the exception of height. His dark eyes and towering stature are the only marked traits.
“What if he dies on the way?” another man asks lowly in a whisper, as if he’s hiding it from my knowledge. Concern is evident and I don’t know if there’s credence to it or if all this pretending I’ve been doing, making my body heavy and groaning with the pain is a good enough act to convince them I may very well be dying.
He speaks again in single syllables, loud and distinct with anger clearly evident. “Get. Him. There.”
I’ve been listening ever since a gun was shoved to my temple. I only know the tall man with the gruff voice. We identified him as Steven Davis. Barely on the grid, but identifiable from a previous criminal record.
A hard shove to my right shoulder forces me to stumble and I exaggerate it, falling to my knees on the asphalt. As the man who held my arms grabs my shoulder, I test whether or not the ropes are tight on my wrists. They’re not. It’s a sloppy job that was done quickly. Only meant to aid whoever it is behind me. They may buy him some time if I were to try to fight my way out, but the knots will loosen.
“Get up,” the deepest voice says. It came from the one closest to me. The way he grips me and easily flings me up makes it obvious he’s got weight to him. I dub him: the muscle.
“Keep him alive.” The words are gritted in a hiss and I immediately feel a prick in my arm as my footing is finally getting settled. It’s a shot of something. “That’ll help.”
The grimace on my face can’t be seen, and I’m grateful for that. It’s so fucking cold and my head feels light.
Footsteps move farther away even though the hard grip on my arms remains. Three pairs of them. A car door opens and then another.
The four men around me has decreased to maybe two. At most. Two men are within reach. If I had to guess, the others are walking around the vehicle.
If I don’t try now, it may be the last time I ever see Laura.
Laura.
My body reacts before I can think. Throwing my head back, it slams directly into the big man, The Muscle, who had my arms restrained behind me. He yells a slew of curses and without missing a beat I turn and shove my full weight into him. The ropes burn as I work them, doing my damnedest to wrest them free. It works. The relief is slight, but it’s there as the coarse rope falls beneath my hurried feet.
The screams of “Get him!” trail at my back. I don’t wait; I run as fast as I can. My muscles scream and I barely get the black bag off my head before I hit the edge of the brick wall that surrounds the dumpsters. My right shoulder slams directly into it, knocking me off-balance and spinning me around. Fuck! The pain is fresh and brutal from the hit.
In a quick glimpse I see everything. The single light in Laura’s parking lot, the all-white van with no windows, and the four men racing toward me with a look of dread in their eyes. One of them is most definitely Steven Davis. Our eyes lock and I know he knows that one of us will die soon.
“I’ll shoot,” one yells, stopping to point a gun and I take off. He’s a heavier guy who’s hard to see this late at night, but his build, his voice, they’re etched into my mind. Every single one of them, I’ll remember for as long as I live. Or, at least, as long as they live.
Revenge won’t happen tonight. This is my only chance to run.
Agonizing pain courses through my limbs, every muscle coiled and screaming with the plea to stop. I sprint through it, past the dumpsters, past the complex and down to the woods. The smell of dirt is fresh, like an autumn rain mixed with crisp auburn leaves.
It’s dark, too dark to see much of anything between the thick grouping of old oak trees. The fall leaves crunch beneath my feet as I whip around the dense forest. The bark scrapes my forearm. Fuck! The sting only adds a touch more pain to my already battered body. My breath forms clouds in front of my face, the only warmth I can feel at all.
Run. My heart pounds in my chest. Run as fast as I can.
My pulse hammers and my gut twists inside of me. I can’t fail. I can’t let them catch me.
Three. Two. One. I hurl myself down the left side of the woods where the drop-off is. I knew it was there. Letting myself fall down the steep hill, tumbling and crashing through sticks and gnarled roots, I prepare for the large overturned tree. It looks like it fell some time ago, but the roots took hold and it made its home in the side of the hill.
The second my body smacks into the trunk, I cling to it, gritting my teeth so I don’t scream out from the sudden blunt force to my chest. It knocks the wind out of me but with shaking arms, I move my body around the tree and stay silent, hunched down in the darkness on the dirt floor and listen. My breathing is sporadic and heavy.
Quiet. Stay quiet. Stay still. The trembling aftermath is a constant. Aiming to control it, I close my eyes. I prepare. I listen.
They don’t throw themselves down. Instead they run, stumble and try to keep from falling down the steep hill. I can’t tell how many there are. They move past me, even though I swear my heart is hammering so loud they should have heard it.
Two men pass by with precision and haste, following the trail. I catch them out of the corner of my eye and if only they turned to look, they’d see me. The moon is brighter now. They keep moving, making their way as quickly as they can, but it’s damn near impossible with how steep the cliff is.
There are two more. I can faintly hear one a moment later, the twigs snapping under his weight. He’s quiet. He’s got to be the heavier man. The one who aimed the gun. Far quieter than the other two, despite his weight. He goes slowly, tracking and being patient. I don’t dare swallow or move an inch until he’s far past me.
Even then, I know there’s a fourth. There’s another man looking for me and I refuse to move until I know where he is.
I take the moment to assess, my eyes fully adjusted to the darkness and look up between the scattering of leaves still clinging to their home, at the small bits of light the canopy provides.
As quietly as I can, I lower my hand to my side, my teeth grinding against one another when I feel the soaked shirt. My breath is stolen from me at the small movement. How did I run? How did I run through this shit?
More importantly, how much blood did I lose?
My head rests against the tree and I blink away the memory of getting shot. I can barely breathe, I can barely stay up straight, exhaustion pulls me down and whispers that I should give in. I should let go. I reach in my pocket, but my phone’s gone.
Fuck. Fuck! I can’t die like this.
I need to go. I need to tell Jase what happened. They have to save Laura. The cops were there. She needs help and protection. I need to know what’s happening.
Crack. Snap.
Branches break behind me. Thin ones and my eyes focus straight ahead as my back stiffens. The rust-colored leaves are eerily beautiful as I overhear the horrid words from one end of a conversation.
“If we don’t get him, we can get her.”
Steven Davis.
Her. Laura. Each realization is like dominoes falling.
My instinct is to react and with the small movement up, my body revolts. The need to vomit is strong from the sharp gutting pain. I hate myself. I hate being weak. He’s threatening Laura. He will suffer a slow and painful death. But first, he’ll give me three other names. The slight satisfaction is immediately drowned out by fear at hearing more of his one-sided conversation. I strain to hear the voice on the other side of the phone, but it’s impossible.
“Yeah, she’s in custody,” he says. “Make sure they don’t let her out and plant someone in the cell with her.” My blood runs cold, freezing every inch of me down to the marrow of my bones.
“Make it clean, she doesn’t need to suffer.”
No. No, they can’t hurt her. She didn’t do anything. My body begs me to plead with the man. I’ve never begged for anything but I can’t fight him, I have nothing left.
Thump. My heart pounds and my gaze shifts to the ground.
There’s a set of stones on the edge of the hill. A path of them. It’s a foot long, maybe longer and the rocks are strategically placed. They follow along the side of the steep hill, as if it leads somewhere. Hopefully, somewhere with a phone.
I have to save Laura. It’s the only thing that matters.
The man breathes heavily, gasping for air behind me and I stare at the closest stone, imagining grabbing it and slamming it into the back of the man’s head. It’d be heavy enough. Could I do it fast enough, though? If I can’t, there will be no one to tell Jase. No one will know she’s there, no one will know they’re going to kill her. She has to live. I have to save her.
My right side screams in pain and I nearly pass out from my first attempt to stand.
Fuck. Fuck!
I hold my breath, waiting for the prick to get out of earshot before I crawl and climb my way down the path.
I can’t die until I know she’s okay. Wherever this path leads will have a phone. I just need to get to Laura before they can. I breathe a silent vow to save her. I’ll kill them all before they lay a finger on her.
The promises I make silently to her are the only thing that keeps me going.





LAURA
I keep finding my hand pressed against my shirt as if I can calm down my freaked-out heart. All the while, my body rocks steadily on the metal bench. It’s fine.
I’m fine. My arrhythmia has never really been an issue. It’s just a butterfly feeling in my chest.

THE FIRST TIME I remember this feeling, the sporadic fluttering in my chest, was when I stood in the doorway of my grandma’s house, lying to Seth. I remember it so clearly. I even held my shirt the way I am now.
The memory makes me smile; it’s a welcome distraction.

THE DOOR creaked open and I stood there in my thin pajamas as the wind shook through the house. I folded my arms over my chest because I wasn’t wearing a bra, and although I knew that when I opened the door, I hadn’t anticipated the cold. The wind blew by though, forcing the door to open wider and I struggled to keep myself covered while still keeping a handle on the door.
“Why aren’t you dressed?” Seth’s eyes roamed down my body leisurely. It may have been cold that day, but he made me feel hot from head to toe. Ever since we’d had sex, with one look he turned my knees weak.
I wasn’t his girlfriend though and I couldn’t keep going like that. He didn’t want anything more from me and I was convinced I was only going to get my heart broken. At the thought, my heart did an odd thing. I opened my lips to lie to him, but my heart protested.
I gripped it, telling it to shut up and calm down. That was the first time I remember feeling my heart acting up.
“You all right?” he asked.
“I’m sick,” I said and the lie came out tight. I just need to be away from him right now. I need a chance to think. Because when I’m around him, I can’t think right.
He stood there in jeans and a leather jacket, a jacket he’d put around my shoulders a week ago. I don’t know how I could have lied to him back then so easily, especially with the way he made me feel. “I’m not going to school today.”
He nodded, a short nod, and asked if he could do anything for me. Even as I shook my head he kept asking, “No homework to turn in?”
It physically hurt to lie to him, but I didn’t want him to keep walking me to and from school. I didn’t want him to feel obligated to do anything at all with me. My heart was all sorts of tangled up in his touch and the way he cared for me... it wasn’t right. He never made a single move; I did it all. I knew what that meant. That’s not how love happens. I could easily see a new woman walking by, catching his eye, and then I’d be gone.
When I shut the door, I hated myself. I spent the next twenty minutes doing what I’d done all morning, figuring out how to get the hell out of Tremont. I didn’t have much money and I didn’t have any family outside of this town, but I knew Grandma would let me if I found a way.
That’s what I was doing when the knock sounded at my door. My jaw dropped when I looked through the peephole.
There Seth stood, with a plastic bag from the corner store a few blocks down. I couldn’t unlock and open the door fast enough.
“What are you doing here?” I questioned him as if he was crazy and it only made him smirk.
He lifted the bag and said, “I got you soup and a few other things.” I didn’t offer for him to come in, but he did anyway, like he belonged there. As if he was supposed to be there in that moment, taking care of me.
The little pitter-patter in my chest lifted, trying to stop any words of protest I had from coming out.
“Sorry you’re sick, Babygirl, but I hope you like chicken noodle soup.” As I stood there, my back falling against the door, I watched him make his way to my kitchen, fully prepared to take care of me. I knew in that moment, I was utterly and completely in love. I was certain there was no way I could ever run from him. I knew I should. I knew it with everything in me.

THE BUTTERFLY FEELING hits me again, only this time it’s harder and much worse than it was before. I don’t remember it ever feeling like this, so painful that I can’t ignore it.
It’s probably just from the lack of sleep and stress. There’s nothing here to distract me either; I’m focusing too much on it. The squeezing sensation and irregular, weak beats are okay. I’m sure it’s fine. Why didn’t I take my medicine?
Panic attacks are not uncommon and I sure as hell have a reason to dissolve into one. Seth was shot and I don’t know if he’s dead or alive. That’s my first thought. My first reason. As if being charged with the murder of a cop isn’t reason enough.
I would give anything for Bethany to be here right now. I could tell her everything and she’d make sure that Seth was all right and he knew. My one phone call went to her voicemail though. It’s ludicrous that every situation keeps getting worse and worse.
A whimper leaves me, a pathetic sound as I hunch over, pressing against my chest even harder when the next pain hits.
I tell myself it’s fine again and open my eyes to see a stainless steel toilet with no lid across the small cell from me. That’s the only other object in this room. A metal bench and a toilet. Simple enough I suppose. At least it’s not cold in here. There’s a man at the end of the hall, so at least one other person is around and the lights are dim, probably because it’s early morning or very late at night. I don’t know either way, because there’s no clock and the man doesn’t speak.
I thought he’d gone for the longest time until I heard that horribly loud beep that goes off before the heavy doors open. He came from nowhere, his boots shuffling across the cement to open the doors, tell someone something lowly, I couldn’t hear a thing, and then they shut again. He walked back to his post and silently stayed there.
The dark blues of his uniform complement his brown skin and light blue eyes. He must be mixed race, with one parent white and one black maybe, to have features like that. Cleanly shaved, he’s handsome because of the sharpness of his masculine jaw. Any other day, I’d smile at him, make small talk. But the attractive police officer is not my friend. Not in the least.
He’s the only company I have. I could tell him about being on the verge of a panic attack but the idea of him ignoring me, or not doing anything at all hurts more, making my heart thump wildly in protest. I’m not a criminal, yet I’m here. In a fucking holding cell.
The jail cells are nicer. I’ve been back here more than a few times for patients. I’ve hated that oppressive beep of the locked doors since the first time they made me shudder. I hate the sound even more now.
The jail is not unfamiliar with psychiatric patients. Oftentimes, a mental illness goes unidentified until a patient has done something worthy of being locked up. Behind bars they can’t hide their symptoms and it’s so much easier to see and identify.
So I’ve been here before, accompanying a doctor to diagnose or treat someone. It was never a good feeling. The sound of the doors opening and closing gave me nightmares the first time I came here.
I thought it was because of my family history, my father being a drug dealer and all, that I had such an aversion to jails. That’s ridiculous though, no one likes a jail. No one likes the reason a jail needs to exist and they certainly don’t want to be inside of one.
Sure as hell not behind these bars. Not alone in this cell, apart from the silent guard who I can’t even see because he stands at the far end, tucked away.
The last patient I saw here died in her cell. She wasn’t in the holding area; she’d been in jail a while for assault, I think. The cells are past this hall and through two sets of doors. I remember it well. She didn’t tell anyone she was seeing things. She didn’t tell them about the voices. It took another inmate being scared shitless for the guards to be informed.
The voices in my patient’s head told her to hurt herself, which they’d done before. She told me about them in therapy. She went from thinking the pills caused the voices, to knowing she needed the pills to shut them out.
Maybe she was lonely in that cell. Maybe that’s why she didn’t say anything.
Either way, when I got to her cell, we were all too late. I can still see her wide eyes, staring blankly ahead when the orderly rolled her over. Death has a certain look to it. It stains your memory and waits there, refusing to leave you be.
“I’m on medication,” I say, finally giving in to the sudden fear and the nurse in me, calling out to the man I know is here even if he’s silent and out of view. I have to shake away the memory of that woman. I don’t remember her name and somehow that makes me feel even worse. “I think I need my medication,” I call out. My words run ragged as the pain gets worse.
I can’t die in here from a heart condition because of my pride or shame. I can’t die in here at all. I need to know Seth’s all right.
Just breathe. Everything’s all right. He’ll be all right.
The hall is quiet behind the bars and I haven’t seen a soul in a few hours, I think. So when the guard doesn’t respond right away, I start thinking he’s actually left this time. I have no idea how much time has passed. I couldn’t sleep, not even with the blanket they left in here. I can’t do anything but blink away horrible visions, go over every regret, and notice how erratic my heart is right now.
“Please!” I cry out and I’m immediately met with the sound of a heavy door creaking open and even heavier boots smacking against the cement.
The guard. I finally catch sight of his badge and it says Walters. He’s accompanied by another man who looks like he’s in his fifties and is a little too round to work in the field. He stops behind the bars, so I can’t see his name tag. Walters is quick to speak into a walkie-talkie on his sleeve while the other man stares at me. His wide eyes are the same shade of brown as his khaki pants. “Miss?” he questions. “Did you say medication?”
His brow is pinched and concern is etched there. It’s only then that I realize I haven’t stopped rocking and my hand is a fist around the fabric at the front of my shirt.
“What’s going on?” I recognize Walsh’s voice along with the door beeping and opening again. The pain is unforgiving as I catch sight of Walters’s back as he speaks to Walsh. Again, the other man just stares at me, maybe bewildered, maybe wondering if I’m acting.
A cold sweat breaks out along my skin and my head feels faint.
“Walsh.” His name comes out stronger than I thought I could say it. I force myself to let go of my shirt and stare down the long hall until the officer finally looks at me. The gaze from Walters burns into me. He never takes his eyes off me. Even when he gives a command to the unnamed guard who then departs, Walters’s steely blues stay pinned on me.
“Are you going to let me go?” I manage to squeeze out the question the moment Walsh comes over to me. “I need to get out of here.”
The pain in my chest spreads and it feels like it’s in my throat, hollowing it out but also burrowing inside of it. I can’t describe it. I’ve never felt this before. My hand drops as I sway forward slightly, closing my eyes and focusing.
“I need to get out of here,” I say again, louder and with enough forlorn sincerity to make sure Walsh both heard me and knows something’s wrong.
“That isn’t going to happen,” Walsh says and he sounds resigned to the fact. “The state is pressing charges.”
My heart skids to a halt. No longer tumbling uncontrollably, it simply stops and I sit there, shocked and waiting. Waiting for it to start again.
“I wanted to release you.” Thud, my heart’s weak but it’s working. “I told them to watch where you go if we released you.”
“So nice of you,” I whisper because that’s all I can manage. It hurts to talk. My chest is so tight. I’m fighting to breathe but trying to look strong.
What did he say?
I can’t even focus. Officer Walsh said something. He’s fuzzy. The room is so hazy.
“Open it up!” he screams, his grip tight on the bars across from me. “Who did she talk to?” he questions the silent Walters.
“No one, I swear. No one saw her! This doesn’t make sense.” Whether he’s my friend or my foe, Walters’s eyes flash with fear. I see it. I’m sure of it. At least he doesn’t want me to die. It’s a minor consolation as needles dance on my skin.
Their voices blend and blur. I’m upright one moment, then in the next I’m falling. Walsh grabs me, his fingers in a bruising hold. I can’t breathe, but I can’t move either. I can’t swallow.
I’m blinking though. I can blink for a moment.
“You aren’t getting out of this, Laura.” Walsh uses my first name but it’s shaky. My lips twitch in an effort to respond. Nothing comes out though. Still, I can blink. Even as I get colder and fear wraps itself around me. “Not this way,” he adds as he shakes his head.
“Medic!” Cody Walsh screams. His skin reddens, panic overriding every other expression. “Medic,” he screams out again behind him, laying me down on the hard cement floor.
His hands push against my chest, and then his mouth is on mine. It takes me a long moment to realize it’s CPR. I can’t breathe. I’m not breathing.
“Is there a pulse?” a new voice says. I barely hear it as my vision turns black.
My hearing is the last sense to go. “I’m losing her!”





SETH
A  thick coat of dirt and blood covers my hands. That’s why the knob slips at first. I tell myself that’s why it slips and not because I’m on death’s doorstep.
The rusted metal turns in my hand on the second try and even that small movement sends a bolt of pain through my right side. Still on my knees, I lean against the doorframe as the backdoor to the worn, wood-paneled lodge creaks open. Someone built a house back here. The three windows in front were the only light in the darkness on this side of the forest. I could barely see it in the woods but as I came closer, I knew there was someone here. The red paint is long worn off and the back porch is barely stable, but at the very least, the lights are on.
It has to be hours since I’ve been shot. Hours of losing blood. Hours of fighting to stay alive. All I can hear is the rush of my breath as I sneak into the backdoor of the house.
The last thing I need is to get caught, or to unknowingly walk into the enemy’s territory. I don’t know shit about who lives here or how far I’ve traveled. It feels like miles and miles.
I swallow thickly, forcing myself to stand up and lean against the wall. I’m quiet enough, but the dirt comes with me, serving as evidence of my arrival.
The creak of the door is muted in the kitchen. The old linoleum floors haven’t been swept in a long damn time. It takes three steps for me to close the distance to the counter and reach for a neatly folded dishrag. The kitchen is darker than I was expecting, faintly lit by a single light from the room beside it, most likely the living room since a dining room can be seen to my left.
The blood is still damp on the gunshot wound, but some of the skin has dried to my shirt. I grimace as I pull it back, revealing that the bullet passed through me cleanly.
Sucking in a breath, I press the dish towel to the wound both on my front and back and then open every drawer searching for plastic wrap or duct tape—anything to keep the cloth pressed against the wound. I’ve already lost too much blood. The lightheadedness tells me that.
I only spare a few minutes to address the gunshot. I don’t have any more time to give it. I need a phone. Bracing myself against the counter, I eye the place. It looks like it hasn’t been updated since the ’80s and I’m praying that means there’s a landline somewhere. Every step I take elicits a short groan from the warped floorboards.
There are no photos to go by, nothing to tell me if this is a family home or an old man living alone in this house. It could be a hunting lodge this far out in the woods, but I don’t see any guns or trophy mounts. I have no fucking idea. I search the walls of the kitchen then the outlets before coming up empty-handed and moving to the living room. A TV was left on, but no one’s there. Someone is in this house; I don’t know who and I don’t know where, but I know there’s someone here. I wish I had my gun on me. I wish I had anything to go by. Anything at all, but I have nothing. It only takes me half a second to see the house phone, complete with a curled-up cord, on what looks like a foldout dinner table next to the worn, brown reclining chair in the back right of the room.
If I had to guess, I’d say an old man lives here. It reminds me of my grandfather’s place when I was younger. The foldout dinner tables, the bared shag rug and the faux wood panel walls. Even the off-white color of the ceiling and the scent that lingers. It’s from years of smoke.
If I close my eyes a second too long, I can see my pops rocking in the corner chair, smoking a cigar and telling me to keep it down because he can’t hear the TV.
For a moment, it’s too real. Too lifelike in my mind.
The vision is quickly wiped away at the sound of a toilet being flushed behind me. From the back hall.
The realization is jarring and I hide behind the threshold of the door. My back is pressed against it as the sound of a door opening and closing echoes through the first floor. There’s no light in this hall, although it looks like it leads to a garage or maybe a basement. The stairs to the second floor are to the left, back by the dining room.
I pray whoever it is takes their ass upstairs to bed.
I don’t have a gun or a weapon; I don’t have the energy or strength to defend myself. If my grandfather saw a strange man with a gunshot wound in his house late at night, I can guarantee he wouldn’t have asked questions. Shoot first. Or else the other guy might.
I’m as still as can be, barely breathing as I listen to the heavy footsteps. They’re slow, giving more evidence that whoever is here is older or at the very least tired.
I listen to him open the fridge, every sound he makes sounding fainter and fainter as I wait with bated breath, feeling the life slowly slip from me.
He grabs whatever he was looking for and goes back into the living room. I’m just behind the wall, so close to the phone, but blocked by his presence.
My mind immediately wanders to Laura and in a helpless moment, I contemplate begging the man to listen and not attack me. I picture myself walking out into the light, hands up in the air, pleading with him to let me use the phone. How would he react to a dying man who snuck into his house?
I don’t trust him. I don’t trust the situation. I trust no one and if I fail, Laura dies.
I remember every moment I had with her and recalling every second I took advantage of her destroys me, warping my mind and my emotions.

“HEY.” The sudden strength in her voice gets my attention. She’s been quiet all this week. She doesn’t speak but sometimes she cries, like something’s just reminded her that she’s all alone. Regardless of the fact that I’m there, walking her both ways, holding her hand when she needs it.
I get it. It’s the way we mourn. We’re fine for moments and then we fall victim to the memories. It kills us to come back to the present.
Even though it’s only early November, the bite of winter is in the air and it’s turned Laura’s neck pink. The tip of her nose is the same shade. With her hand on her front door, keeping it open, she looks out at me.
A gust of wind goes by and I slip my right hand into my jacket pocket, so very aware of how cold the left one is. My palm is warm from her skin and her touch, but the back of my hand is freezing. She let me hold her hand though, so there’s no chance I’m letting her go.
“Yeah?” I ask her, raising my voice as I turn on the uneven stone steps of this old townhouse. I think she’s going to say thank you; she says it every day even though she doesn’t want me to be her babysitter. At least that’s what she says, but I don’t believe it. “You already told me thanks,” I remind her before she can say anything.
She’s busy chewing on her bottom lip, her baby blues wide while I wait.
There’s a moment, a vulnerable one between us. A moment where she wants something—needs something from me—and I’ll be damned if I don’t need it too.
This is all up to her though. Every move is hers to make.
“What do you want, Babygirl?” I ask her, doing everything I can to hide what I want from creeping into my tone.
The moment is over, waning slowly when she shakes her head, her long hair falling down the front of her sweater and hiding half her face from me. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”
I shouldn’t feel hollow inside when I force the smile to my lips. It matches the one she gives me too.
“Thanks again.”
“No problem.” I nearly walk away. I’m so close to letting her shut me out, but just the thought of it makes me feel empty. I don’t like the way I feel without her.
“Hey,” I call back before I can stop myself.
“Yeah?” The way she says the single word sounds faint and it almost gets lost in the wind. She perks up with hope though and whatever it is she’s hoping for, I hope she gets it.
“Do you eat?”
It takes her a moment, but she laughs at the ridiculous question and the sweet sound makes me smile as I jog up the steps to get back to her. “I’m hungry and I was thinking, if you’re hungry, you want to come with me?”
I can’t be so out of shape that I’m breathless after making my way up her steps to be closer to her but I blame it on that, and not on the nerves. “Come with me to dinner,” I say, making it a demand rather than a question.
She chews on that bottom lip for a moment longer, debating as the blush rises to her cheeks. “Yeah,” she answers. “I could eat something.”
All that tension melts, all the nerves go away. When she’s next to me, it’s all just fine. It’s perfect.

THE CLICK of the television and the silence that follows brings me back to now, back to the chance to make things right. Just a little longer, I think. He’s got to be going to bed.
The stairs creak and with the old floors, I can easily hear him upstairs when he finally leaves. Thank fuck.
I should wait to call Jase, wait until I’m sure that the man upstairs is asleep and won’t come back, but my patience is thin. I’ve already wasted too much time. At that thought, I move as quickly as I can.
I know Jase’s phone number by heart so I dial it, holding my breath. I’m fucked if he doesn’t answer. And Laura…
Fuck.
The other end only rings twice. Both times, I stare down at my hands as they shake.
“Who’s this?” Jase answers in a deadly tone. It’s the best thing I’ve ever heard in my life.
Please God, don’t let me be too late. She needs me. She’s always needed me.
I need her more. More than anything.





LAURA
M y hands are still trembling. I’m huddled up, tucked away in the corner of this bed, bracing myself against the painted white cement wall of the cell. Hours have passed, but I still struggle to fully wrap my head around it all.
I’m a nurse. I’ve read about it. I comprehend the words. I just can’t believe it’s true.
Arrhythmia is apparently the least of my worries. The walls of my heart are weak.
Too weak. Even if I’d had my medicine, it wouldn’t have helped. It was only a matter of time before my heart gave out.
That’s what the doctor said when I woke up in the medical center at the back of the jail. I was out for hours; the defibrillator brought my heart back to a steady beat. I know about the medical center here, but I’m not familiar with the doctor who monitored me. He showed me everything though. I saw my charts.
I have systolic heart failure.
The doctor’s voice won’t shut up in my head. He keeps looking at me with those pale green eyes from behind his spectacles. You have systolic heart failure. His voice was so calm, his hand resting lightly on mine. He was a kind doctor, but as I wiped away the tears from the corners of my eyes, I couldn’t help but hate him for having to deliver that news to me.
“Your heart is weak,” he told me. “You’ll be high on the donor list; you’re in good health.” He touched my shoulder, barely gripping me but I could only look at where his hand met the orange fabric of my newly appointed attire.
The scene plays again and again. It can’t be real.
More tests need to be done and an appointment has been scheduled for the first of said tests, but the chest X-ray is a smoking gun. The second I saw it, I knew. He didn’t even have to tell me; I knew just from looking.
“The arrhythmia has developed into something more dangerous.”
I read all about this in textbooks when I was still in school. I’ve never had a patient with heart failure though. They’re always older in the educational videos and on TV shows.
I’m in my twenties, relatively healthy, but my heart is failing me. Really, I’ve failed my heart. I knew something was wrong, yet I never followed through. I let my health slip. They could have caught this sooner.
The next appointment, once my current situation is more concrete either way, will consist of an EKG to confirm, and then I wait. I wait for someone to die so I can have their heart. That’s the best option I have. Of course, there’s medication to take and lifestyle adjustments to relieve the symptoms in the meantime… like removing stressors from my environment. There is no doubt though from Dr. Conway. I won’t survive more than a year with this heart. That’s what he told me. No more than a year at best.
I hardly notice the hot tears anymore.
Sitting cross-legged on the thin mattress in my new cell, I try to focus on all the other noise around me. At least I have a mattress now, and not just a bench. I have a blanket too, and a toilet identical to the one from before is in the corner.
I don’t know if this bed is mine or if the one across from me was supposed to be mine. I’m the only one in this cell, for now. I was told several things while I went through the booking process. But it was all a blur as they took my fingerprints and mug shot. All I kept hearing was: a year, at most.
Clank, clank, clank, clank. Someone runs something down the bars of their cell. It came from the right and a bit of a ways down the much wider hall than the one in the holding area. There have to be twenty cells on each side of this wing. A guard tells whoever’s making noise to quit it. The voice comes from a man and it reminds me where I am, bringing me back to the present.
In two days, my life has changed to be unrecognizable.
A few inmates hooted and made a ruckus when I was blindly led back here. I didn’t pay attention to a thing. Not to where we were going. I hardly remember the sound the bars made as they were closing shut. Even the horrid beep of the lock is less than memorable.
They put me in here and I find it hard to care, but a piece of me does. A piece of me wants out and still has hope; the rest of me can’t believe this is real. Maybe it’s shock. I nod at the thought.
I want to wake up from this nightmare. From the moment Seth told me he killed my father, to the attack and murders in my apartment, to the doctor telling me, “It’s not a death sentence to be on the donor list.”
There are other options but they’re risky, and even worse, temporary. He worries the walls of my heart are just too thin for surgery, but that’s what second opinions are for. I keep hoping he’s wrong. I keep hoping I’m wrong. This can’t be real.
My head feels heavy so I let it fall, pushing my hair up as I lean against the cinder block wall. It’s suddenly bitterly cold and it takes everything in me to keep it together.
One breath at a time is all I need. Breathe in, my heart thumps, breathe out, it ticks too quickly this time.
The jarring sound of the bars to my cell dragging open with a heavy creak causes my eyes to widen.
I don’t recognize the guard. He’s got to be in his late thirties, at youngest. His jaw is covered with a five o’clock shadow and his cheeks are hollow from his age. They match the wrinkles around his eyes. There are too many guards working in this place for me to tell them apart.
“This is your stop,” he speaks and oddly enough, it seems like he meant the words for me. He stands there, his back straight as a rod as a woman wearing orange clothes that match my own, walks into the cell. He never looks at me, even though I stare at him. His embroidered tag reads Brown, I think. It certainly starts with a B.
I don’t like that he, just like Walters, doesn’t look at me. Or when they do, it’s with an air of righteousness. It’s possible I’ve made it up in my mind, but I hate it. I shouldn’t be here. The thought desperately tries to turn into spoken words.
Instead of speaking, I drop my gaze, picking at an oddly thick thread in the blanket and waiting for the bars to shut.
It doesn’t matter what he or anyone else thinks of me; none of this matters. Still, I want him to know I didn’t do it.  There’s an itch in the back of my throat and a cold tingle that dances along my skin, giving me goosebumps, at the mere suggestion that he thinks I’m guilty.
I didn’t do anything wrong. The small piece of me that’s focused on getting out screams in my head even though it sounds like a whimper caught at the back of my tongue.
The larger part of me knows it doesn’t matter. Where I’m sitting doesn’t matter. I have no intention of moving if I can help it.
All that matters is that I don’t miss my next visit to the doctor and schedule with another to get a second opinion. To find out whether the bespectacled doctor’s diagnosis is correct. And whether or not I qualify for the donor list, like he said I did. That’s what matters.
A rough ball scratches its way down my throat as I swallow thickly, finally looking at my companion. She takes her time walking to the other bed, pushing up the orange sleeves as she does. Black ink scrolls its way down her arms. It’s a scripture of some sort but it’s no longer sharp, it’s faded and fuzzy from years of being on her skin. She blows a stray strand of hair out of her face.
Years of being conditioned to be polite and uphold formalities wins out. “I’m Laura,” I tell her even though her back is to me as she smooths the mattress sheet. Although I’m sitting, I know she’s taller than me, broader than me. Big-boned is an expression my grandma would have used to describe her. She carries a lot of weight, but it looks like she works out just the same. Her black hair is lifted off her neck in a ponytail that’s not smooth at all. It’s like she haphazardly pulled it up. I suppose to her, what hairstyle she chooses doesn’t matter. I get that.
The bed creaks and squeaks as she climbs onto it with a bit of a bounce that comes with aggression, mirroring my position and leaning against the wall.
She crosses her arms while she talks. “I know who you are.”
Thud, my instincts recognize that tone. It’s a warning cadence, a deathly low one that’s meant to strike fear. I’ve heard it plenty in the old bar I used to work at, the Club, and plenty on the streets. Instead of eliciting fear as it’s intended, irritation flashes through me. A match is lit and it gracefully falls to a line of fuel, igniting its way through me.
How fucking dare she? I deserve to at least revel in my pity party. How fucking dare she?
It’s then I see just how much muscle she has. Although I keep my expression calm and I don’t hint in the slightest at the terror I know she wants to evoke, I size her up. Every inch of her.
“Oh,” I say sweetly, “the guard didn’t tell me your name.” I smile naively at the bitch, staring into her deep brown eyes. Shrugging, I do my best to look pathetic. I’m sure with my red-rimmed eyes and tearstained cheeks, it’s not hard to appear otherwise.
I’m ice cold down to the marrow of my bones when she hisses in a breath, “Damn, you’ll be a hard one.” She shakes her head gently, that hair behind her head swaying as she does, as if she truly has remorse. The chill in my blood pricks harshly, sending a bite of frost to cover every inch of me. “You seem sweet.”
I let my lips part and feign confusion. The dumbass eats it up, leaning forward with an expression that tells me she’s oh so sad to inform me. “I’m waiting on a note,” she says.
“A note?”
“Telling me whether or not to kill you,” she says and I let my eyes widen, halting my breath. As if I didn’t know she was here to hurt me. Kill me? That part is new. Why, I don’t know. This could all be a joke, a ruse. I don’t give a fuck.
She might know my name, but she doesn’t know who I am. She doesn’t know where I came from. My hackles rise inside and an angry girl I’m far too familiar with emerges.
I swallow and then quicken my breath, letting her feel what she wants. My fear, my turmoil. “I didn’t do any—”
She cuts me off, not letting my plea go on; thank fuck for that.
“I know. It’s unfortunate,” she says and tosses her head back. “I’m a killer for hire in here,” she confesses. I stare wide eyed and think about Seth, about my father, about my fucked-up heart, all in order to bring tears to swell in my eyes. Outwardly I’m fragile, stricken with her confession. Internally, I imagine this woman killing inmates and getting away with it. Calling them sweet.
I let my gaze fall to the ink on her arm. Tally marks and trophies. My eyes whip back up to hers when she speaks.
“I don’t want to do it, sweetie,” she tells me and I make a mental note that when I kill her, I’ll make sure to call her sweetie. A side of me I barely know anymore emerges. The side that kept a baseball bat at my front door and a pocketknife in every drawer of my home. A side that hates more than it loves, a side that doesn’t have hope, because it doesn’t want it.
“I see,” I say softly, sniffling and wiping under my eyes, even though enough tears haven’t gathered to actually fall. “A note?” I question, prying for more information.
“They said it’ll be quick if Marcus gives the word. Sorry this is happening.”
The mention of Marcus causes true fear to trickle in, but it’s tainted, stained by hate that anyone thinks they can kill me. I’ve never heard of Marcus killing a woman. Never. That fact alone makes me think she’s lying. Not about what’s to come, but about who’s behind it. Or maybe I just have too much faith in the faceless man I’ve read all about in those notebooks.
“Give me a smoke, will ya?” the woman asks as my mind wanders and a deep crease settles in my forehead before I notice the fingers reaching into the bars. A guard hands her a smoke and she gingerly accepts it, climbing off the bed and telling the guard thanks. Pulling a lighter from her pocket, she leans against the wall, flicking the small lighter back and forth as the tip of the cigarette turns a bright orange and she breathes in then blows out a billow of smoke.
“I didn’t think you could have lighters in here,” I barely speak, looking over her tattoos again on her inner forearm. I know them, I’ve seen them on psych patients before. They’re gang tats and the ones on her right forearm are credits for kills. I only got a glance but there are at least twenty.
“You can’t have lighters in here,” she answers as she plays with the lighter she has in her hand. Shrugging, she continues. “You can’t ask for a smoke and just get it. You can’t have this either,” she says and pulls a blade from her pocket. It’s a simple pocketknife, with a corkscrew at the end and she taps it against her temple. “The blade is cleaner but takes too long. The corkscrew is more efficient. Bloodier, but more efficient because of the size of the wound.”
Another guard passes and all the while, she has the knife out and a smoke in her hand. She takes a puff and blows the smoke my way.
“Why do they let you?” I ask and try to play up the naivety.
“Because we're all on the same payroll, working for the same higher command. Well, some of them… others, I pay off. I get paid to kill and I pay them to help me.” She shrugs, taking another long inhale. “This shift is full of people who’ll look the other way for the right price. It’s that easy.”
My breathing is shallow, my vision black around the edges. She’s not fucking with me, she’s truly going to kill me and the people in here will let her.
The true fear is back, but so much anger comes with the knowledge.
“I really am sorry.”
She talks to me like it’s a given. As if I’m easy prey.
It’s her. And me.
I nod, my lips still parted in feigned disbelief and then the woman lies back, not even looking at me.
I bring my knees into my chest so I can bury my head in them. I keep my eyes on her though. She can’t see my expression. She can’t see the unbridled hate.
Every footstep beyond the bars steals my attention.
She’s waiting on a note. I need to get that note first.





SETH
Their graves were right next to each other. Side by side. I knew mine would be the third. The plot was empty and I knew I’d be buried there. My grandfather, my father, and then me. My grandfather was a stubborn old man, set in his ways and vocal about them.
I never liked him much. You can’t ever like someone if you fear them the way I feared him. He died when I was young and as I stood there tracing the etching on his stone, I wondered if I’d feel the same way had I gotten to know him when I was older. After all, I feared my father, but I loved him. I hated him sometimes, but I respected and loved him. I understood. Children can’t understand this life and I stood there thinking, that must have been why I didn’t like my grandfather.
“You all right?” A small feminine voice broke through the hiss of the wind. Laura clutched her coat around her and I opened my arms so she could take refuge there.
“Fine.”
“Then why are you here?” she questioned. Her no-nonsense bluntness always made me smile, even that day. With the bite of the cold nipping my nose, I sniffed and then shrugged. “I can’t just come visit my pops?” I asked her, although it was rhetorical.
She peeked up at me through her thick lashes and said, “Please, Seth. Tell me what’s wrong.”
So much was wrong. She couldn’t do anything to change it and she shouldn’t have had to deal with that shit just because she was with me. I’d never make her take on my burdens.
“I was just thinking of my grandfather, that’s all. I promise.” I offered her a small smile, which she reluctantly returned and when she did, I kissed the crown of her head.
She leaned in closer to me, taking her hand from her pocket, wrapping her arm around my waist and she slipped that hand into my coat pocket. I liked the move. Even more, I liked that she’d been making them more readily. She wasn’t holding back anymore. I don’t know what changed, but she wasn’t trying to run anymore. I had her. She really wasn’t going to leave me, at least that’s what I thought.
“You know you can tell me anything, right?” she asked me in a whisper. Her cheek was pressed against my chest and when another sharp gust blew by, she didn’t complain. She stood there by my side, quiet and ready to wait longer if I wanted.
“I know,” I told her although it was a lie. I could never tell her everything. There were some things she would never know if I could help it.
“Can I tell you anything?” she asked, and a hint of insecurity revealed itself in her tone.
Resting my chin on the top of her head I told her easily, “Of course.” Although nervousness crept in, not knowing what she would say.
“I love you, Seth, and I’m afraid you’re going to break my heart.”
I thought I came there to that grave to pray that when I died, I wouldn’t be buried next to them. That I’d be buried somewhere else, somewhere with a different kind of family. Instead I stood there praying that I’d never break her heart. It was the only good thing I’d ever have. I couldn’t break it. I’d never forgive myself.
“If I ever break your heart,” I told her honestly, “I’ll never forgive myself.”

MY EYES barely stay open as the memory from almost a decade ago leaves me. My lids are heavy, but I fight it. I know I’m lying down; I can see the ceiling and fan blades whipping around. The light is bright and right above my head.
I’m hot, so fucking hot. But more than that, I can’t keep my eyes open. I fight it, willing my body to obey me.
It takes only a few seconds to see the IV stand, to feel the prick in my arm of a needle, to sense there are people around me.
“Stop drugging me,” I say and pull at the tube in my arm chaotically.  Get it out. Get it out. The need to run is strong but I don’t remember why. The needle slips out but not fully, and the hot blood in the crook of my arm spurs me further, ripping pain through my forearm as I hiss, rolling over on the sofa although strong arms keep me down.
My hands wrap around forearms, trying to shove them away. My muscles coil and a new pain shoots up my right side. Before I can kick my feet up, someone yells, “Get him,” and pins my lower half down.
“Fuck,” a man curses under his breath. It’s strained and it takes me a moment to recognize it’s Jase. “You need the fluids,” Jase grits out.
My back presses into the cushions beneath me as the hands holding me down shove harder even though I stopped struggling.
“Stay down,” he orders and I don’t have the strength to answer. My head spins. It’s hot and bright.
“What happened?” I ask and my voice sounds far away. I’m trying to remember. Nothing is coming to me though.
“You were passed out when we got there. Scared the shit out of the old man.”
“The old man?” What’s the last thing I remember? My face is hot. The fight. She threw something at me. Laura… she punched me. Her eyes are filled with pain in my memory. I shake it away. No, no, that didn’t happen.
“What happened?” I question again, sounding delirious even to my own ears.
“You lost a lot of blood from the shot,” Jase says calmly and then he tells me to hold still. A random detail comes to me, the prick reminding me of another.
“They gave me something.”
“Stay still,” he warns again and more of what happened plays in my mind. It comes in flickers. Black and white slides of what happened as the needle pierces my forearm, finding a new vein. My jaw hardens, tightening and I refuse to react as everything comes flooding back.
“Laura,” I finally speak, the room starting to settle. “They’re going to kill her.”
“We know. You told us. This isn’t the first time you’ve woken up like this.”
“They said they’d kill her!” The words rush from me, my breathing coming in ragged as I remember what he said. Make it quick.
Jase doesn’t respond and dread spreads through me. “I don’t need anything,” I speak as I try to sit up but Jase is there to push me back down. The force of his shove knocks my breath from me. My head is still spinning.
“You need fluids.” His voice is harsh and although somewhere deep down I wonder if he’s right, I deny it, shaking my head and telling him to fuck off.
“Two hours,” he tells me like that will keep me down. “Just two hours.” The second time he speaks it’s like he’s asking me.
“She may not have two hours,” I say and my voice breaks. The words splinter with the lack of hope. “They’re going to kill her because of me.” I remember something important suddenly and speak again before Jase can say anything.
“Steven Davis. Find him, kill him.” I remember the name. I remember that dumb fuck. “He’s the one who said it. He’s one of Marcus’s—”
“You told us last night. We already found him, found the lot of them.”
The lot of them? I don’t remember. I struggle to recall the details.
“You said there were four and there were. The van was at the docks, looks like they were waiting on someone. Don’t think they expected us to show up, but we had the trace on Davis still.”
“You got them?” I want them all dead. Every one of them needs to die.
“They took off and he had a gun.” Jase talks to me absently and I look between him and the thin curtains over the windows. I recognize the bay windows, the coffee table, the art on the walls. It’s his girlfriend Bethany’s house. It was probably closer than the bar for him to transport me from wherever I was. More importantly, it’s dark outside. Everything comes back, drip by drip.
Jase keeps talking as I remember the pieces of what happened. “We had to shoot. We got him, he gave us the other three before he bled out and Declan got the plates on their vehicle. We’ve got their names and Declan has possible locations.”
“Let me, let me go.” I struggle to sit up.
“Just two hours,” he says and then I remember how he said last night.
“What time is it?” I ask, my blood pounding in my ears. How much time has passed? All three of them will pay but first, I need her safe. I need Laura back and by my side. “Is she okay?”
“Eight. We didn’t get you until four this morning. And yes, we have eyes on her.”
My hand travels down my side and my fingers brush over stitches. Everything moves slowly as I get colder and colder. Too much time has passed. “Where is she?” I question and again Jase doesn’t answer.
“We need to get to her!” I rip out the IV again and this time I have more strength, more alertness so when Jase’s arm comes down I’m prepared with my forearm already braced and shoving back. Whoever’s at my feet got a good kick to his groin and I’m up and off the sofa, breathing heavily like a wild animal and staring at a pissed off Jase Cross and some poor guy who’s doubled over.
The doc, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t recognize him or his voice.
“Don’t be stupid,” Jase says lowly, taking a step forward but not reaching for me.
“Fuck, shit,” the man I kicked sputters. I got him hard and if I wasn’t so concerned about Laura, maybe I’d care.
“We have guys on the inside.” Jase barely acknowledges the man. His focus stays on me.
“Who?” I say and the word comes out deep, rougher and louder than I intended. The man I don’t know slowly rises, his face both flushed and scrunched like he’s trying to hide his pain. “Sorry,” I bite out when he looks at me with contempt. He doesn’t respond but I can hear him swallow from all the way over here. Judging by where his hands are and the fact they don’t move even as he walks out of the living room and toward the half bath that’s down the hall, I hit him where it hurts.
Remorse courses slowly through me as my vision becomes clearer and the pieces of what’s happened line up, one after the other.
“A few guards are keeping an eye out. Walters, for one. Williams and Shultz. Chris Mowers.”
“Who’s getting her out?” I question, hating how tight my throat is at the thought of her in a cell. She’s not meant to be there.
“She shouldn’t even be in there,” I add before Jase can say anything and both of my hands fly to the back of my head. My breathing is quick, too quick as I pace in front of him.
It’s dark in this living room, but the floors sound the same as they did before. The soft groan of old hardwood. I look Jase in the eyes, pausing my steps and noting how tired he looks, how his five o’clock shadow is far too long. “It should’ve been me,” I say, dragging out the confession from the back of my throat.
A different kind of pain washes through me and I close my eyes, remembering how she shut the window even knowing the cops were coming.
“She took the fall and it should have been me.” Shit, everything would be different if she hadn’t done that. She’d be safe. “She shouldn’t be in there!”
“Listen to me,” Jase says in a hushed tone and he sounds closer. I open my eyes slowly and he is, he’s right next to me, reaching out his hand and gripping my shoulder. “She’s going to be fine.”
“You didn’t hear him,” I start to say, my head shaking chaotically as I remember the voice in the woods, the dead fucker who said, make it quick. I’ll never get it out of my memory. I won’t be able to sleep without hearing Davis again and again the moment my eyes close. Not until I know for certain Laura is safe.
“That prick is dead,” he says and Jase’s tone is firm, but it doesn’t matter.
“The prick works for Marcus,” I stress, hating that I have to justify my concern to him. He should know I can’t sit back. He should fucking know.
“He’s never done anything like this. He’s never come after a woman.” Jase’s voice is calm with his head shaking just slightly. The small, rhythmic movements are at odds with my own. He repeats, “He’s never come after a woman.”
My heart thuds. It’s not good enough. I can’t sit back hoping Marcus doesn’t give the word and that the men on the inside are able to prevent anything bad from happening to her.
She’s mine to protect. She needs me.
“I can’t sit back,” I say and my voice cracks on the last word as I close my eyes, moving my fisted hands to the crown of my head. I’m barely steady, but I’m capable of seeing her there. Watching her pace around a cell she doesn’t belong in. Watching her walk alone when I should be there for putting her through it all. “I have to see her.”
“Visiting hours are over,” Jase speaks as if that’s the end of it. Hate is brutal, coursing its way through me. I’ve never resented the man, but what I feel for him at this moment borders on unforgivable.
When I open my eyes, doing my best to keep from uttering the spew of curses that choke me, I see a jacket draped over the sofa arm, probably Jase’s, and on top of it are his keys.
He’s not my boss anymore. And he sure as fuck isn’t a friend. He’ll have to kill me to keep me away from her.
“My car still at her place?” I ask him casually. My gaze doesn’t move from the glint of silver metal until he says, “We got it. It’s out front. Your wallet and phone were in the van at the docks.”
“Where are my keys?” I question him.
He doesn’t respond verbally. Instead he motions with his arm behind me and lets it fall to his side.
I don’t waste a second putting my wallet in my back pocket, my phone in the front and then snatch my keys from the end table to the right of the sofa.
“You’re just going to leave?” he says, raising his voice as I make my way to the door. With my back to him, I pause.
“Bethany stitched you up, by the way. We had to come here to get everything she needed. She risked her job to get the meds.”
Glancing over my shoulder at him, I tell him, “Thanks. I’ll tell her thanks when I see her again.”
“You just kicked her boss in the nuts. You may want to apologize at some point.” He’s resigned in his tone, but there’s a hint of friendliness. He huffs in humor and bends down to grab his own keys and then his jacket.
“You have to know I can’t just sit here.”
“I do,” he admits and then he adds, “Don’t do anything stupid, Seth.”
He doesn’t look at me and he doesn’t wait for a response. Instead he pulls out his phone and dials someone. I don’t wait to hear who.
The pain is a dull white noise running through me. The adrenaline outweighs any and everything that could keep me down.
I’m not conscious of what I’m doing when I get in the car. The headlights are the only bit of light in the neighborhood, but the streets have a few cars scattered through them. I’m careful as I drive, recounting everything that happened. Making sure I know all of it.
My memory stutters at the pain in her eyes when I told her the truth about how her father died. Everything else is red. Blood colors and stains every moment.
A section of road on the way to the jail is nearly black from the lack of streetlights on this side of town, and there are hardly any cars out here. It gets dark early this time of year.
The bank is lit up though. It’s a beacon in the night. Every window is brightly lit. I know it’s closed. It closes at six every day and it’s closed all day on Sundays. Everything around here closes at six except for the bars and the church.
I’m not even thinking; my gaze doesn’t stray from the front of the bank. It’s mostly glass. I know I’m conscious of that. Glass is easy to drive through.
My foot feels heavy on the gas and the rev of the engine sends a thrum of anticipation to my veins. I’m hot as I turn the wheel just slightly. Just enough to put the bank in my path.
Visiting hours are over. Jase’s words echo in my head. We can’t get in to the jail without signing in. I’m sure he thinks she’s safe and that she’ll still be there tomorrow, but I can’t risk it. I won’t. He has the distance to be logical, to allow the risks. I don’t have that luxury.
My heart races as I keep my hands steady on the wheel, bracing myself.
If they won’t let me visit her or see her right now, then I’ll join her.
They can arrest me for attempted robbery, for… I don’t fucking know what and I don’t care. Either way, I’ll get to see her. I just need to get through those doors one way or the other.
My foot slams down to the floorboard of the car. The lights blur in front of me and my muscles tighten, ready for the impact.
The shatter of glass and jolt of the tires meeting stone don’t mean anything to me.
None of it matters.
The airbag goes off and slams against my face. My neck whips back, unprepared.
It’s barely anything. I’ve taken worse hits.
None of this shit matters, I think as I wait, letting the bag deflate, listening to the screeching of the alarms and then within minutes, sirens.
Arrest me, charge me, lock me up.
I pull my phone out of my pocket and text Jase: Just get me close enough to protect Laura.
The ringtone goes off within a few seconds. He’s calling but I put my phone back in my pocket, ignoring him as the sirens get louder.





LAURA
“What about any brothers? Or sisters?” the woman asks conversationally. She finally told me her name is Jean. No last name, just Jean.
I have to swallow before I can answer, since my throat is dry from answering all her questions. Back-to-back she wants to know pointless details. Occasionally there’s a bout of silence, but I hate that even more. I can’t decide if she’s sadistic and wants to know particulars of my life before she ends it, or if she’s trying to befriend me as justification to her own conscience that she’s not a bad person and is just following orders.
“None. You?” I ask back. I’ve done this a few times, asking the same question in return. It’s mostly out of habit but Jean only shakes her head, either refusing to answer, or simply saying no. I’m not sure which. She could have a dozen brothers out there and still she shakes her head like she’s done every other time I’ve turned the question back on her.
I don’t know shit about her but now she knows all about where I grew up, what I do for a living, why I chose the East Coast. Mundane questions that amount to nothing more than small talk. I think it’s a bit tedious considering I hate her fucking guts.
Everything I told her was true, except for what happened yesterday. She got half the truth and half the lie I gave Officer Walsh. Just in case she knows about Seth, I told her I’m involved with him. I told her he took off yesterday after we got into a fight and that made her laugh. A deep guttural laugh that brought a genuine smile to her face. She’s missing two teeth, in the back upper right of her mouth. I’ve gotten a good view of her smile a few times now.
Again she shakes her head, refusing to answer and lies back down, stretching easily, as if she doesn’t have a worry in the world.
I haven’t moved in the hours we’ve been sitting in here. My muscles are tense, every single one and my back feels stiff. Jean, on the other hand, moves easily in our cell. I haven’t taken my eyes off of her while she looks anywhere but at me for the most part. She has a habit of tapping the back of her knuckles against the bars of the locked cell when she’s thinking. I assume she’s thinking about something. She could simply be waiting for that note to float by.
I hate her. I hate everything about her. As time passes, the hate only seeps deeper and deeper into my psyche. I’ve imagined rolling up the bedsheet, slipping it around her throat and choking her. She’s taller than me, so I wouldn’t be able to do it when she’s standing.
It’s not quite practical, but the image of it happening has ingrained itself in me.
She’s stronger than me, so slamming her head into the toilet wouldn’t work. And the toilet itself is similar to one on an airplane—there’s no standing water. So I can’t drown the bitch.
I want to ask her how many people she’s killed and how she’s done it. Simply to justify the obsessive and hateful thoughts that suffocate me, but a girl who’s frightened wouldn’t do that. I’ve done everything I can to make sure she thinks I’m terrified. I’ve even begged her to spare my life. I’ve brought on tears.
I’ll act for as long as I have to, until one of these plots in my head becomes feasible.
A contented sigh leaves Jean as she lays her head back, staring at the ceiling but then closing her eyes as if she’ll nap. It has to be late now. Lights out was called a bit ago and this floor went dark in an instant, making my heart race for a moment until my sight had adjusted. It seems like lights out would be a good time for something like a hit to go down. Nothing happened though. Nothing has happened since she walked in here. Only question after pointless question.
The squeak of a cart rolling down the hall rips Jean’s eyes wide open. She props her head up with her forearms crossed above her, still lying on her back but other than that movement, she remains still.
Thump, thump, my heart is steady, but fast until the cart comes into view. It’s a simple silver, three-shelved cart. That’s when my beating organ falls down to the pit of my stomach. I swear I can feel it beating there. The nurse rolling it by doesn’t stop, doesn’t say anything; she doesn’t even look our way. I barely even get a look at her. It’s dark and her straight hair is black. She doesn’t turn to us and doesn’t come close to the cell. Jean sure as hell was alert though. I suppose now I know how she’ll be receiving her note. It makes me sick thinking about it and waiting around.
Even when the nurse is gone, the thumping still feels far lower than it should be.
“Don’t worry,” she says and her tone steals my attention and she smiles grimly. “When it comes, I’ll make it so fast you won’t have time to wonder if what I’m given is the note, or another smoke.” She says it so easily. Like it’s a kindness and not a threat to instill uncertainty and fear.
Jean cracks her neck and then rolls over, facing me even though her eyes are closed. Time ticks by and still, I don’t move. I don’t know how much longer I can go without sleeping. My eyes are heavy and dry. They’ve never been this raw in my life. How could I possibly sleep though?
I could close my eyes, and never wake up again.
I don’t know if she’s feigning sleep or if she’s really capable of dozing off right now. More time passes. Sleep threatens to take me and when I try to adjust my right leg, the idea of lying down and giving in seems so… alluring. As if my body could rest even if I stay awake.
I can’t go to sleep, but I have to. Maybe I could scream and beg for them to let me out of here. I could tell the guards she’s trying to kill me. Although she said if I did, she’d kill me regardless of whether or not she was given a note. If she’s sleeping though, maybe she wouldn’t hear.
With my hand over my eyes, I focus on breathing. I don’t know what else I can do. I can’t sleep, so I can only think about begging to be let out of here and risk calling her bluff. I hate feeling like a victim, but I’ve been backed into a corner with no way out.
Movement from the right, behind the bars, steals every ounce of focus I have left.
I recognize the guard, the one who was watching me when I was in holding. Walters. My gaze darts between him and Jean as he makes his way toward the cell. He’s walking toward me silently, not yet in view for Jean. I could ask him for help. I could beg him even, but there’s something about him, something that keeps me silent.
His eyes reach mine when I look back at him after noting that Jean really does look like she’s asleep, and he holds them for only a moment before dropping to his knee right in front of our cell. From here I can see him clearly; Jean wouldn’t be able to even if her eyes were open and she was waiting for him. He’s opposite me and not her.
I question if he’s the one who would give her the note and an animal inside of me screams in agony. He could have just killed me then. If he knew, why make me wait? There’s a piece that doesn’t fit, though. Walters lets me see him. He waited for Jean to be sleeping.
Again Walters looks up at me and I stare back, watching him place something just under the bars. He scoots it back, giving it a small quiet toss so it’s closer to the toilet in the corner of the cell.
With a small nod, he rises and stalks off, back the way he came. Jean never would have seen him. Whatever he left there, it’s meant for me.
My eyes turn back to Jean’s closed ones. She didn’t hear him, didn’t see him either.
The tension that’s been building in my stomach rises. It takes over my entire body until I feel like I’m trembling although I’m eerily still. I watch her for too long, knowing I need to get to it first. I need to see what it is.
There’s a feeling inside sometimes that urges you. It knows this moment will change everything.
The visceral reaction that takes hold when I slowly stand, giving Jean a tight smile as she peers at me through narrowed slits, is overwhelming.
The knots in my stomach nearly make me throw up. A cold sweat lines my skin and I pray the bitch can’t see it.
“Just have to pee,” I mutter and swallow thickly. Please don’t see. Please don’t watch me.
“Don’t be nervous, sweetie,” she says, giving me that pet name again but the spike of anger is nothing compared to the fear. This moment is decisive. I know it. Every part of me knows it. From the sweat on my skin to the very soul that’ll leave me if Jean gets that package first.
My lips quiver as I huff and I try to play it off like I’m nervous about her watching me pee and nothing else. She watches me though, following me as I walk in the small space that separates our beds and stalk to the only toilet just feet from where she’s lying.
My heart sputters. Don’t look down, I pray. Don’t let her look to the floor.
I’m still wearing my sneakers and in the few seconds it takes to get to where I’m headed, I debate on stepping on whatever it is in order to hide it. I don’t know what’s inside. I don’t know if it’ll make a noise that will clue her in. So I don’t do it. I stand there, knowing it’s by my feet and meet her gaze as my thumbs slip into the elastic waistband of the pants they gave me.
The beats are so fast in my chest, I feel faint.
“A little…” I barely get out the words, taking a long, unwanted blink. Now is not the time, but I can barely focus.
“Privacy?” Jean says and huffs a laugh and actually smiles. I can see the glimmer of her grin as she rolls back onto her side. “Make it fast,” she orders.
I drop my pants quickly, just in case she looks and sit there, forcing a dribble of pee to leave me. It’s only when I reach down, feeling my entire body turn to ice and grab the package with both hands that I’m able to release myself. I unwrap the package while I do and there’s no note, not a damn thing but a sliver of metal. It’s thin, very thin.
It looks almost like an arrowhead, with a very small handle that doesn’t hurt to hold, but the edges of it are sharp. After wiping myself, I test its strength. Whatever metal it is, it’s strong as hell.
A shiv. The package I was given, is a shiv.
They want me to kill her first. Seth? The Cross brothers? Someone aimed to help me. Or rather, to help me save myself.
Heat replaces the cold as I stand up, securing the piece in my palm from her sight. The wrapping is easily disposed of with the toilet paper and I stand on shaky legs, staring at her still form.
I was meant to kill her. I knew that the first moment she spoke. It’s one thing to know. One thing to think about it. To daydream about bashing her head into the wall.
It’s another entirely to do it.
It’s like having an out-of-body experience; as though I’m only watching as I take the four strides. One. Tick. Two. My shoes are heavy. Three. That lightness is no longer there. Four. My body screams to do it. Adrenaline surges through my body. It’s a kill or be killed situation.
I think it’s the shadow of my body over her eyes that cues her to look at me. And that’s exactly what she’s doing when I bring the shiv to her throat with a single slash. The blood sprays down her body and I nearly do it again, but it’s not necessary. I would have done it over and over to ensure she didn’t get up from that bed ever again. But I don’t have to. Once was enough.
Whatever word she was going to say doesn’t escape.
The hate in her eyes vanishes and it’s replaced with absolute shock, then terror.
She doesn’t reach out for me. Instead she grabs her throat with both hands as if she could stop it. She tries to keep the blood in as it gushes out.
The puncture was deep. I’m a nurse. It was more than deep enough to do its job.
She’s able to back away from the edge of the small bunk, her legs kicking out to push her into the corner. Her eyes are wide, her pupils dilated as she stares at me all the while.
I don’t realize I’m crying until she goes still.
Relief is not something I feel. It’s another feeling, although not guilt. Hopelessness maybe. It weighs me down as I reach forward to wipe off the handle of the shiv on her sheets, not disturbing the blood. Her hands have blood on them, but I feel like if she’d sliced her own throat, she would have dropped it before reaching for her throat out of instinct. Having no prints is better for forensics than having a bloody print that doesn’t make sense. She wouldn’t have tried to stop the bleeding and then reached for the shiv again.
It disturbs me on some level, I note as heat pricks down my skin, that I’m able to think clearly enough.
Until I realize I’m breathing again, my heart is rhythmic.
Fear of dying at her hands is gone. She made the first move. I made the last.
I wait until I rumple my own sheets, making sure I don’t have any evidence of blood on me, before I scream, shrill and horrific. I hate myself and what I’ve become. This version of me who murders so easily. Anyone could do it, though. It didn’t take strength or imagination. It only took being pushed. First by her, then a gentle push from Walters.
“Help!” I yell so loud it feels as if my throat is on fire. Sucking in air, I scream again. The lights shine brightly in the entire place. The groans and murmurs from other residents in the neighboring cells are barely heard. Someone tells me to shut up. Another inmate calls me a little bitch.
They don’t know. It’s only then that I realize I may really have gotten away with it. So long as no one saw.
“What happened here?” a gruff man asks and rips open the cell door, staring wide eyed between the dead girl and then me. At a version of how I truly feel, scared and huddled up in the corner of the bed, covering myself with the thin blanket as if it will save me. It’s Guard B. The one who brought her in here.
“She killed herself,” I say, letting my voice quiver and try to cry again. When I see her there and the pool of dark red blood that’s soaked into the sheets, crying is easy. I don’t like that I did it. There’s not a damn thing about this that makes me feel anything but agony.
“Oh hell,” Guard B mutters. I notice Walters standing just behind the opening to the cell just as Guard B speaks into a walkie-talkie attached to his shirt. He calls for a medic, as if a medic could help her now.
The guard who gave the gift of salvation, Walters, doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t say a word when the other man says into his speaker to check the security feeds after pronouncing Jean dead. My anxiety would be heightened if Walters had reacted in the least. He simply stands there, unfazed and waiting.
I’m stuck where I am, barely holding on to my sanity as everyone else moves around me. Everyone seems to shift about but no one tells me to move so I stay right where I am and just how I was before Jean was brought in here. It doesn’t take long before they decide her death is obviously from a cut to the throat and that she can be moved.
Walters never leaves, but neither does Guard B, whose name is actually Bernard. I finally got a good look at his name tag. It was in between glances at Jean. She’s dead. I really killed her.
I can’t imagine what you’re supposed to feel when you murder another person, but this doesn’t feel adequate. I felt more remorse and more guilt when Cami was lying dead at my feet than I do now.
The squeaky metal of a gurney is what I focus on. Tears are too easy to come if I think about Cami. My knuckles are white as I grip the sheets.
“Get her out of here,” Walters orders. He gestures for me to get up as the men leave the cell. “I’m taking her in for questioning,” he says, addressing the first guard, the one who eyes me suspiciously, Mr. Bernard. The man doesn’t protest. He doesn’t say anything at all.
He knows. I can feel it in the way he looks at me. I think he knows a lot that goes on around here. He doesn’t spend long looking at me, letting his gaze roam up and down my body, in a way I think will give me hives, before turning and leaving.
All of this, all of the moving chess pieces and the lives at stake—I don’t want anything to do with it. If I could tell Bernard that, I would. I didn’t want to do this. I had to.
I’m in far too deep and I didn’t ask to be. I’ve only felt this way one other time. The night death lay on my hands as I cried on the floor. I feel like I’m back there on the other side of the country. I can’t stop the visions of Cami and they bring fresh hot tears to my eyes as I stand there, waiting for Walters to stop patting me down.
I’m busy wiping them away, too busy to realize the cell is quiet and only the single guard is in there with me. The feeling of death slipping around me and gripping my ankles is one I haven’t felt in so long. It’s cold. Death is so cold. He may have given me my way out, but I still don’t trust Walters. I don’t trust anyone in here.
I stare up at Walters, wondering what would have happened if I’d stayed in California all those years ago. If I’d never run away. Would this have been inevitable? Another life dying in order to save mine… would it have only happened sooner if I’d never run?
“Don’t worry about the tapes,” the guard whispers although his hands are on his hips and the way he’s towering over me is not at all comforting. I have to wipe my nose with my sleeve before I can breathe.
“What?” I say and blink, the constellation of tears in my eyelashes obscuring my view.
“You did good,” he tells me and I do everything I can not to noticeably allow what I’m feeling to show on the outside. “I don’t think anyone thought you’d kill her. It was just supposed to make you feel protected. But damn, you did good.”





SETH
Seven abrasions are scattered on my right hand and truth be told, I don’t know where they’re from. There’s a large bruise on my wrist with a tinge to it that makes me aware it’s not fresh. Not compared to the one I see on my jaw. That bruise came from the crash. I know that much.
I graze the freshest of the cuts with the rough callus on my thumb, letting the pain keep me awake. With all the shit that’s gone down in the last forty-eight hours, I don’t know what left which of the marks that cover my body. My tongue slips along the crack on the right side of my bottom lip. Crash. That one’s from the crash too. I can identify some of them at least.
The door opens slowly with an ominous creak, and I wish it were anyone other than this prick. Walsh’s back is to me as he silently closes the door. The soft click is the only indication that it’s shut. I don’t watch him, but I know from the noise that echoes in the small room that he’s sitting across the metal table from me. I’m afraid of what I’ll do to him if I look at him.
He’s in the way. He’s choosing to stand in the way of me seeing her. I know how this works; I’ve played these politics. He could have let me see her, could have put the two of us in a room together with no issues. He’s choosing not to. That puts him on my list of people to fuck over the first chance I get.
“I need to see Laura,” I say and my voice is hoarse as it fills the tense space between us.
The slap of paperwork that hits the table is greeted with the grinding of my back teeth. It’s been hours since I’ve been arrested. Hours of her being alone and in harm’s way. I haven’t had a chance to talk to anyone I have on the inside. Not with this fucker hovering.
He needs to get off my dick.
“She was sitting there about…” Walsh pauses and takes in a deep breath, letting time slip by. “About twenty-four hours ago. No,” he’s quick to correct himself, sounding surer with the “no” than anything else I’ve heard from him so far. The chair legs beneath him grate on the concrete floor as he leans forward, resting his clasped hands in front of him. That’s the only bit of him I dare to look at. “No, it’s been almost two days actually since Laura’s been brought in.”
Forty-eight hours. Two days. A wave of pain hits me from behind my eyes, residual from God knows what and I pinch the bridge of my nose, my eyes closed.
“I’d like to see her,” I say, trying to be polite and courteous. It’s only a matter of getting out of this fucking room. The second I’m past this stage of questioning, my men will take me to her. They’ll find a way. It doesn’t matter how.
“A lot’s happened.” Cody’s voice is tight. “She’s had a rough few days, hasn’t she?”
Sharp pangs of hate stab through me. Lifting my gaze to his, I bite out, “All the more reason I should see her.” My throat tightens and anxiousness claws at the back of it. I don’t like not knowing. It’s the worst feeling in the world, not knowing what’s happened.
It’s silent for far too long and all I can do is think about her alone in here. In a fucking cell! Why? Because of me.
My chest pains are deep and brutal, like my rib cage is closing in on itself. Bracing my hand over my chest, I do my best to keep it all down. “I’ll make it right,” I say but my voice cracks and I hate myself. The sound of my words betrays me. I didn’t mean to say them out loud. They weren’t for Walsh. They’re for Laura.
Everything was always for her.
How did it get so fucked? How did we get here?
One breath in, and my back straightens. All the heat suffocating me slowly subsides to the cold darkness that keeps me in control. “I’d like to see Laura.”
“And I’d like an answer to any of my questions.”
My lips part, then close again. He can’t play both sides. I thought he’d decided, but maybe this is for show. Maybe there’s someone else on the other side of that mirror and he has to be a fucking prick right now.
“You haven’t told us anything. You’ve been mute since you were cuffed.” Anger slices through his words. “I don’t think you were trying to rob a bank. No one in here does. You deliberately crashed into the front entrance though, the footage shows that.”
The rough skin on the pad of my thumb glides over a fresh cut on my other hand. I don’t speak. I don’t look at him.
“I think you just wanted to see her. Couldn’t wait for visiting hours?” Walsh asks and his tone is so damn condescending.
My head lifts slowly until I meet him in the eyes. Dark circles lay under his tired icy gaze. Whatever fight he’s forced into his words doesn’t show in his expression in the least. I take him in slowly, calculating what’s going on with him. His intentions, his motives.
“I want to see Laura and I want to get both of us out of here,” I say, making my demand.
“I wanted you in here for something other than attempted bank robbery. For the murder of the men who broke into Laura’s place.” He’s casual as he talks, slowly leaning back in his seat.
“Is that why you’re keeping me in here? To get me to confess?” I practically hiss the words, low and full of venom.
“You won’t. No man who’d let a woman take the fall—”
“I didn’t let her do anything!” My fists land on the table, halting him in his place. The pressure of my jaw slamming shut to keep the thoughts at bay is too much. I swear I hear my teeth crack.
She never should have left me that night. If she’d stayed with me and never gone back to her apartment, none of this would have happened.
I never should have told her.
That’s where we went wrong. I told her the ugly truth and she left. She always wanted to leave. Laura’s not the kind of girl who stays, but damn I need her to. I need her back.
Everything slips back into place; my mask, my self-control. All I have to do is get her back. There’s no more bad shit she doesn’t know about. We’ll be fine. I’ll help her. I’ll be her prince who saves her from this hell and she’ll love me again. She can forgive me. She has to. Either that, or I’ll lie. I say I don’t know what she’s talking about. I’ll tell her I must’ve been drunk off my ass to come up with a lie like that. I’ll do whatever I have to in order to get her back. What’s done is done, but now we move forward. There’s no other choice. It’s a slow ease that overcomes my body. I flex my hand before looking back into Walsh’s gaze. It’s going to be all right. I can keep this from happening again. This is the worst of it. I know it is. It can’t get worse than this.
“I’d like her out of here,” I add, staring him in the eyes, “since we both know she didn’t do anything wrong.”
“She’s being charged with murder.”
“Is that what you told them?” I can’t keep the anger down. “You’re really going to hurt her to get to me?”
His eyes are piercing, his expression merciless. “I don’t want either of you in here,” he barely speaks. It’s nearly impossible for me to hear and his lips don’t move. I almost think I imagined it.
The next time he speaks, it’s clear and spoken with intention. “You want to see her?”
The lack of trust separates us. It’ll never be there. Ever.
“You should really see her,” Cody adds when I don’t answer. The air in the room changes. It’s colder, deadlier.
“Then take me to her,” I demand, but my power is limited on this side of the interrogation room.
“I have people to talk to,” he says and rises from his seat as I curse under my breath, hating him and hating all of this. The scratch of metal is searing. A beep precedes the door opening and with his back to me once again he tells me, “This isn’t how I thought things were going to happen.”





LAURA
Walters shut up real quick the second Bernard came back to the cell. I don’t know anything more than I wasn’t supposed to kill Jean. He didn’t give me that shiv to kill her and that knowledge makes me sick. But what other option did I have?
With no one here and my imagination running away with itself, I feel like I’m drowning.
If Marcus put out a hit on me, I’m dead. Maybe I got Jean first, but she gave me the upper hand by telling me. Sitting here all alone and not knowing a damn thing… I’m nothing but haunted and scared.
This room is larger. Bigger and without a mirror. It still seems like an interrogation room though even if I don’t see any cameras at all. Wrapping my arms around myself, I sit back down in the lone chair, glancing at the small bed on the other side. It’s not like a holding cell, because there’s a solid door with a small window at eye height.
I don’t know what this room is, but the bed, the lack of cameras, the unknown… it’s fucking terrifying. All I can do is glance from the bed, back to the door, praying whoever comes through it will tell me something, anything, about what’s going on.
I just want to get out of here. I can’t take it. I don’t like who I’ve become in here.
How long did it take for me to lose it? To lose the morality Nurse Roth has every day at work.
I search the walls for an answer to my rhetorical question and then belatedly remember there’s not even a clock in here. Nothing at all to indicate the time. A humorless huff leaves me, and I close my eyes with it. Sleep is so tempting, and the bed is so close.
I can’t sleep without knowing. There’s a vent on the other side of the room that clicks on and off, keeping the room temperate. It’s gone off six times now. That’s the only way I’ve managed to keep track of time.
With my arms wrapped around my shoulders, I rock gently, trying to calm myself down. I haven’t gotten my medicine yet. The set of four pills I have to take daily. I have faith, albeit a small bit of faith, that they’ll provide them once another twenty-four hours have gone by. I can track time that way. I haven’t slept, so I don’t know how close I am to that time frame. Four pills once in the morning. I should be getting them soon, shouldn’t I?
A shudder runs through my body, followed by a wave of nervous heat. With my eyes closed but my head leaning back, I keep rocking and pray that this will end. Please let this be the worst of it.
My eyes are too itchy, too worn out to cry anymore. I’m at the lowest low I could possibly be. Please make it stop. When I lick my dry lips, tasting the residue of salt from former tears, a loud beep warns me that God may have heard my prayers.
Does he find me worthy though? I don’t dare to truly consider the question, because I’m certain the answer is quite firmly no.
A deep inhale doesn’t settle my racing pulse as the heavy door, this one metal and most likely once a shiny silver, but now worn to a dull gray, opens with a heave and a groan.
“I’ll tell you when,” a voice says softly. The door stays open and a mumbled conversation is blocked by it, as is my view of the person belonging to that voice.
Seth. Please, God, I think and my lip quivers with a raw mix of hope and fear. I know it’s his voice.
I’m not in control of my body when the door finally shuts with a resounding click and he becomes my sole focus. My heart cracks and splinters at the sight of him. The space between us vanishes and it’s all my doing. He’s frozen where he is, not moving, not reacting, simply watching me.
“Oh my God,” I say and I can’t help how both my expression and voice crumple. With a shaky hand over my mouth and the other on his jaw, I ask, “What happened?”
My gaze roams over his face. His stubble is so long it’s scratchy and I’ve never seen such dark circles resting beneath his eyes before. “Have you even slept?” I ask before he can answer. My thumb brushes along a bruise as I murmur, “What did you do?” I can’t stop touching him or asking him questions without even granting him a moment to answer.
There’s a cut on his lip and I touch that too, gently, but I imagine it still stings. I have to hold my own hand, snatching it in my other and taking a step back. He looks like he’s been thrown over the edge of a rocky cliff and managed to survive but hasn’t slept in weeks.
I don’t bother asking about the gunshot. Gripping the edge of his shirt, I pull it up, taking in the stitches and feeling a slight sense of respite at the sight.
He’s alive. He’s been taken care of, but… “What happened?”
I’m stricken, taking in every inch of him and not knowing a damn thing.
His warmth envelops me first. It’s everywhere at once. Every inch of my skin is affected by his embrace. I don’t move, afraid he’ll move in response. It feels so good to be held. It feels like heaven to be safe in his arms. I bury my head in his chest when he shushes me. Shushes me! But still, his voice is the most comforting thing I’ve had in what feels like years.
My mind rewinds the days, stopping at the moment I saw him drunk and disgraced in his house. I have to close my eyes tight, ignoring the reminder of where that led. I can’t. I can’t not be held by him right now.
I know somewhere inside of me I hate him. I hate what he’s done. The fact that he helped me mourn… At the thought I have to wipe my eyes and as I raise my arm, Seth creeps backward, but I’m quick to fist his shirt in my hand and shove my body against his. It’s not a conscious move, it’s like everything else that I’ve done since I’ve set foot in this place: it’s an act to survive.
I know I hate him or at least what he did, but I need him. I selfishly need him right now. Is it possible to love someone, or at least crave to be loved by them while also hating them?
Simultaneously? I don’t know that it is because it’s only one way for me. Like the teeter-totter of a child’s seesaw, I go from one to the other. Back and forth. But never both at once.
As my breath shakes and my shoulders press into his hard chest, I only love him right now. It kills me to see him hurt, and the idea of leaving this room without him destroys me.
At the thought, my eyes widen and I pull my head back so I can look him in the eyes. My hot face feels the instant chill of the air as I search his blue gaze for some sign of what’s happening.
He still doesn’t speak.
“Please, say something.”
“The guard just told me something,” he says and his voice is raw and pained.
Shattered is what I feel. There is zero doubt that any other word could describe it better. Broken and in disarray, all I can do is wait. His throat tightens when he swallows, his eyes holding nothing but regret in them. I’m fucked. That’s all I can think. They have good evidence on the murder in my apartment or hell, the murder in my cell. Fuck! Fuck! How did this happen? I just want to scream.
My gaze falls as he tells me, “They told me…” he trails off and doesn’t finish.
My hand is still wrapped around his shirt.
Something awful, something dreadful. If I could will myself to release him and back away, I would. But I can’t. I physically can’t. I’d rather be stuck here, a shattered girl unable to hate a man who’s hurt me more than he’ll ever know because I desperately need him to love me right now… yet all he bears for me is more bad news. Something to drag me farther into this hell.
“They told me you that you killed someone. I’m so fucking sorry, Laura. I don’t know how you could ever forgive me.” My eyes rise slowly to meet his.
Thump, my heart skitters as Seth attempts to keep his expression schooled, not letting the sorrow take over although it’s so close to doing just that already.
It takes me a long moment to realize he’s apologizing and that this is about Walters and Jean.
“It’s about Jean?” I question him, finding a bit of hope. It loosens my grip on him and I’m damn quick to tighten it the moment I’m aware of it. “That look in your eyes and what the guards told you? They know? Who knows? What did they say?” The series of breakneck questions is nothing at all like the initial ones. I rise up, not letting go of him and pulling myself closer to him as his expression morphs to something else entirely.
“Only the men who need to know, know. Everyone else is convinced its suicide. Or they better be, for their own good. Are you okay?”
He searches my expression, probably finding a hint of relief.
“I’m fine. And what about you?” I say and swallow, trying to calm myself. His hand covers my fisted one and I watch as his thumb grazes my skin. “What happened to you?” I whisper.
“Not here,” he answers in a single breath then looks behind him at the window of the heavy metal door. “Soon though,” he tells me and pulls my hand from his shirt, lifting my knuckles to his lips and kissing them.
The revolving door of emotions is endless.
“What else did they tell you?” I find myself crossing my arms over my chest, closer to my heart. If he has eyes and ears in this place, does he know… I try to swallow but it hurts. With everything that’s happened, I forgot for a small moment. I forgot about my heart giving up on me.
I watch every detail of Seth’s face. I see the confusion in the twitch of his brow. “Are you okay? What else happened?” he bites out, coming closer to me and glancing at the window. “Did anyone do anything at all to you?” The way he asks the question, with the pain so evident, I’ll never be able to look at him and hate him.
This man would do anything for me. I know he would. I’ve always known that though.
“No,” I say and ease his worry. “No one did anything.”
“I never should have…” Seth trails off and shakes his head, then wraps his arms around my waist. He pulls me in closer and I let him. I need it more than anything.
“You forgive me?” he questions, and his gaze pierces through me. Intense, raw, needy.
“Yes,” I answer and I don’t even know what for.
“Good,” he says then breathes in deeply, still holding my hand to his lips and the warm breath sends a shudder to run down my arm and over my shoulder. He kisses each knuckle again and although I have question after question, I’m quietly waiting for more.
I get nothing, but at the same time, it’s everything. He holds me for the longest time and it’s the safest I’ve felt in God knows how long. Until he speaks.
“None of this should have happened,” he tells me and I hear him swallow, my cheek pressed against his chest. “You and I will work. We will be okay, but I need to punish you for running.”
My arm yanks back in an attempt to rip my hand away, but Seth’s grip is unyielding. So firm it nearly hurts. Seething, I aim to bite back some response that involves the phrase fuck you or maybe you’re out of your damn mind, but the heat and intensity coming off of Seth in waves silences me.
He means it. He’s dead set on whatever it is he’s concocted in his head. My heart flips and pauses like it does when he’s around. As if the medicine has run its course and I need another dose.
The whirlwind of what my life is pauses when I look back into Seth’s gaze.
Did they tell him about my heart? I find myself staring at the small tinted window as if it has answers for me. Did they tell him everything? Or just about Jean?
He would have said something. He would have. I know he would have brought it up if he knew.
He goes on about how I run. I can barely focus on his words, because all I can think about is my heart and how Seth will react when he finds out.
I can only stare into his beautiful eyes, listening to his voice, knowing he’s here in front of me, here to keep me safe. I don’t think they told him. I don’t think he knows. I don’t want him to. I’d rather he not have that to weigh him down like it does me. I hate this, the uncertainty. The pressure. Everything is falling to pieces but I need to be strong for the time I have left.
“Babygirl, you’re mine. You know that, don’t you?”
I’m nodding my head before I’m even aware of it.
“We’re going to be fine, but you need to have your ass blistered red for running.”
How can he bring it up so easily? I ran because of what he confessed and here he is, talking about it in this way. As if all of this is my fault. My heart ticks erratically again and I find it hard to care about it. I need him. I need Seth to hold me right now.
“Don’t cry.” Seth’s voice is gentle but firm. He takes a half step closer to me so there’s no space between us. “I can’t let this happen again,” he tells me.
I didn’t even know I was crying. I hate how easily I cry now. Am I broken entirely? This is what it’s like to be ruined.
“It won’t happen again,” I tell him in a whisper.
Finally releasing my hand, he wraps both of his arms around me and I let myself fall forward. None of it matters. He rocks me and I pretend not to feel the weight of my reality.
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Seth promises me, kissing my hair. “You’ll be out of here soon and then you’ll stay with me. You’re not allowed to leave me again.”
His voice is what brings back tears to my eyes. These fucking tears. All I’ve done is cry. I should be through with them by now. But he’s so sure, so certain of himself that I’ll never leave him again. I can hear it in his tone and how much determination and hope are present there. If only he keeps me by his side, everything will be fine. As if he’s capable of that. He doesn’t know my heart is withered and frail. He doesn’t know it can’t last.
I wish I’d never loved him, so he’d never know the loss.
My hot tears soak into his shirt and I ignore them. He hushes me and rocks me, and finally he bends down to kiss me.
His kiss is everything I need; comforting but demanding, strong and yet loving. I pour everything I have into it, deepening it, parting my lips and feeling my body mold to his.
A deep, rough groan rumbles his chest and that only makes me crave more. More of him while I can have it. More of this while I’m able.
But Seth denies me, grabbing my small hands in his and lifting his head to breathe with his eyes closed.
“I have to punish you. Whether you hate me or not.” I can’t answer and the silence forces him to look at me. “You can hate me while I punish you, but you’re not leaving me. Ever.”
Ever.
A younger version of me, an unknowing one, would fall in love with that word. We don’t get to decide how long our forever lasts, though. It’s naïve to think we can.
“Seth, I’m not okay,” I whisper and wish I could take it back. He can’t know. I don’t know why I said it.
A small bit of relief overcomes me when he answers, “I know.”
“I’m losing myself,” I say and grant him a small truth and rewind again. Rewind to a moment I felt the distance between who I thought I was and who I really am.
“I know,” he repeats with nothing but sympathy.
“I… killed someone.” I whisper the rugged confession as if he’s not already aware.
“But you’re here, with me. I won’t let them take you away.” I’m torn and twisted.
“They’re going to come for me and they’re going—”
“To either put you back in a cell with me, or to release us both. I made sure of it.”





SETH
She’s always looked this beautiful but the thought of losing her makes her skin look softer, more delicate. She’s fragile beneath me.
Breathing in deep, the smell of her hair lingers in my lungs. She’s okay. She’s here in my arms. She’s letting me hold her. I have to remind myself of the three bits of my reality. They’re the only things that matter right now. Her skin touching mine, her trusting me, relying on me.
Thank fuck. I can fix this. I can make it all better.
I can’t believe she killed that woman, though. Shock doesn’t describe my reaction at all when I was informed.
I fucking hate myself for not being there. Walters said they didn’t want to let on that they knew about the hit on Laura and they knew that Jean was in there to kill her. Whoever hired Jean Cinders would have known if they’d switched Laura’s cell. So instead Jase and Carter waited for the note that was supposed to be coming. The men I trusted most gave that order. To wait and watch.
She isn’t bait, though. My girl isn’t bait and he should’ve known better than to let her sit there with that hitman. I might hate myself but I hate Jase and Carter too. They risked her life by allowing her to stay in that cell. They knew she was there and in danger, and they just let her sit there. How could they do that? If it’d been Bethany or Aria, that woman never would have been in that cell. Not for a second.
Walters said they were told to wait, to sit on it and wait for the next move.
In the meantime, Jase wanted to show Laura that she was protected and safe. But by giving her a fucking weapon? None of these people know Laura. She doesn’t trust easily and when she’s scared, she’ll do anything to survive. He’s a fucking idiot and I’ll never trust him again with her. Never.
Kissing her temple, I smooth down her hair. She’s sweet and loving, but my God if you try to hurt her, she’ll hurt you first swift and severe. I should be grateful though, because she hasn’t turned that venom on me yet. Even though I deserve it.
“Everything will be fine,” I promise her and I mean every bit of it. “I’ll make damn sure of it.”
“I love you,” she tells me and presses her forehead into my chest when she starts to cry again, turning her head down as if I won’t be able to see. God, to hear her tell me that again. I’m not worthy. I kiss her hair again and again, wanting to say it back but refusing to give her those words for the first time in this room.
She has to know I love her more than anything. And I’ll tell her just that, the moment we’re back home where we belong.
Clinging to me, she rocks her body and I can feel how heavy she becomes as sleep attempts to pull her under.
I glance at the room for the first time. It’s meant for conjugal visits. She shouldn’t have to be in this position at all, let alone here. Looking at the bed, I hate myself for fucking up so badly that she’s in this room at all.
“I hate these clothes on you.” The subconscious thought leaves me before I realize I’ve spoken the words aloud.
“Orange isn’t my color.” She whispers the small joke back to me. Sleep drenches it but the hint of the girl I knew long ago is still there.
I can’t close my eyes without seeing her alone in a cell, ready to kill in order to survive. Even as I stare at the back wall, the cinder blocks play the scene for me as I imagine how it went down. I know hate and I know love.
I hate myself but I love her.
It’s as simple as that.
“You should lie down and sleep,” I say, deciding not to tell her we may be here, in this room, until tomorrow. I don’t know how long it’ll take for my men to do my bidding and push the issue of keeping Laura in here when she has a solid self-defense argument. No judge should have allowed it and the lawyers are working on having it overruled. My one call went to Jase and he filled me in. It could be hours to have the initial ruling overturned. Or it could be days, depending on how easily the judge can be convinced. He isn’t one we have in our back pocket.
“Come with me.” With her lips grazing my shirt, Laura peers up at me, begging me, “Please.”
It doesn’t escape my notice that she hasn’t let go of me since I’ve walked in here. She tried once at the thought of being punished for running away.
I should tell her what it does to me to have her want me like she does. Just as I should carry out the punishment. If I’m harder with her, more stern, she’ll be safe. She’ll see; it’ll be for the good of us both. It’s what we need.
“We just need to get out of here,” I speak without thinking, a tired sigh escaping with it. With my hand tangled in her hair, I kiss her forehead at the same time that she kisses the dip in my throat.
A spike of want runs rampant inside of me. I don’t know what I anticipated from her, probably another punch to the face, but I sure as hell didn’t expect her affection.
“Please come lie down with me,” she begs again in a whisper and with her doe eyes looking up at me, I can’t say no.
“All right.” Giving in, I walk her hand in hand to the small bed. The bed creaks and shifts as I lie down, keeping my upper half propped up and my eyes on the door. She crawls in just how she used to, and lays her head on my chest, searching for a comfortable position. Years of this and she always settles on my bicep, but starts on my chest.
“This takes me back,” I comment.
“What?” she questions sleepily and looks at me through her thick lashes. I have to smile down at her, even if it is a sad one because comparing what we had before to what we have now only makes me feel regret.
“Nothing, just this bed is so small… like the one at your grandmother’s house.”
Her wide eyes go soft blue for a moment, and she gives me the same smile in return before she sinks back down. The kind of smile that doesn’t reach your eyes. I take my time pulling the blanket around her, tucking her in and then settle back against the wall.
“Sleep.” I give her the command when her small fingers trace every little cut on my hand rather than being still.
“Did they tell you what happened in the holding cell?”
“Your panic attack?”
She stares up at me, her lips parted slightly like a word is caught there. “Were you faking it?” I tease her, downplaying it so she doesn’t freak out. I can’t blame her. Out of all the things to be, she shouldn’t be embarrassed about it, and that’s a bit how she looks. I nudge my shoulder, forcing her to roll toward me and her small hand splays against my chest to catch herself. “I was going to tell the guys there’s no way you were faking it, you’ve never been good at faking it.”
My crude joke gets the smallest hint of a laugh from her. It’s short but it brings a genuine smile to her lips. “You’ll be all right,” I promise her. “We’ll get out of here and I’ll keep you safe.”
She doesn’t protest what I say and I pray that it means she’s let go of what I told her about her father. At least for the moment. I’ll tell her everything if she wants. If she wants to ignore it, forget it, deny it, I’ll let that happen too. Whatever I have to do to keep her.
It takes me a long moment as I’m staring at the knob of the door, trying not to replay that scene from all those years ago, to realize she’s crying.
“So many tears,” I tease her gently, but lean down to wipe the tears from her left eye. The tears from her right are stolen by my shirt.
“I just want to be safe with you,” she whispers and then sniffs. She always looks pissed off rather than hurt when she cries. She doesn’t now, though.
“You are safe with me,” I say and I can’t hide the despair in my tone at the thought that she doesn’t feel safe with me. “You want to go when we get out of here?” I search for anything, grasping for a thread to hold on to and all I can think is that she never wanted this life. If I’d left eight years ago, given it all up, none of this would have happened. “We can go wherever you want. We can leave. As long as we’re together.”
Her sobs turn harder and she crawls onto my lap, no longer satisfied with only having her cheek on my chest. Her small form curls up as she rests her head in the crook of my neck. Wrapping both of my arms around her, I hold her tighter, not remembering a time she’s been like this. She’s so broken. My poor girl.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper into her hair, stroking her back, doing everything I can to love her. “We’re going to be fine.” My throat is tight with emotion when I promise her, “If you want to get out of here and leave, I promise I’ll leave. I’ll do it for you.”
She doesn’t respond, other than to cry harder. I shush her, I kiss her, I don’t know what else to do. I wish I’d just left with her eight years ago. I wish we had a different life together.
“Let it out, Babygirl.” Still rocking her, I watch the door and let her fall apart. I’ll be here for her always. She’ll see. I mean it and when she sees that, she’ll stay with me. I just can’t lose her again.
She doesn’t respond to the idea of us leaving and part of me thinks it’s because she doubts I’ll do it. “I’ll do anything to keep you,” I whisper when her sobs quiet.
She doesn’t respond to that either. She sits up all on her own, her ass still in my lap and avoids eye contact. It’s not uncommon for her to do that after a cry. With her nose red and her cheeks only slightly less so, she picks up the sheet and wipes her eyes.
“I’m sorry.” That’s the first thing she says.
“Nothing to be sorry about,” I say, pressing my hand to her cheek and she leans into my touch. It’s the first bit of hope I have when she closes her eyes and puts both her hands over mine. Her bottom lip trembles again and she asks, “Can I ask you, please, to hold me until the end?”
“To the very end,” I promise her and she tries her damnedest not to cry again. Her eyes stay closed and I have to pull her in close because she sits there, not moving, not saying anything. “I promise you, it’s going to be all right. Better than. I promise, I’ll fix it all.”
Time passes, a lot of it, before she tells me, “I know you will.” It’s only a gentle whisper until sleep takes her away from me.
   
I CAN’T BREATHE. I know I’m able to, but I can’t breathe. Clinging to Seth, I can’t do anything but hold him closer and try to get rid of the vision in front of my eyes. It was a nightmare but then I woke up here. It really happened.
I killed her.
My eyes burn and I heave in a breath.
“Laura, it’s okay. It’s okay.” Seth’s trying to soothe me. He’s doing everything he can, but the nightmare felt so real. I woke up only to remember it happened. It happened.
Slowly, I can move, although I’m trembling. “I need it to go away,” I speak into his chest. Seth smells like home. He doesn’t smell like here. If only I’d been sleeping closer...
I inch myself onto his lap. I don’t want to touch any of the bed, only him.
Make it go away. Erase all of it. I want it all gone.
“Hey, hey, you okay?” he says. His voice is a balm, but his touch is salvation.
“Just hold me,” I beg him, finally coming down from the terror. With his arms wrapped around me as I’m cradled in his lap, I lift up my head and tell him, “No, no, just kiss me.”
Crashing my lips to him, I refuse to feel anything but him. He’ll take me away from here. He’ll save me. I know he will. His lips are hot, my kiss hungry.
At first he tries to pull back, although his lips have already softened and molded to mine, teasing me.
“Laura—” he starts, in almost a warning tone.
“Please,” I say, cutting him off. “Please, Seth. Please kiss me.” I am as desperate and pathetic as I sound. I’m so very aware of it.
The room isn’t dark or small but either way, it feels like it’s closing in on me. “I need you,” I breathe with my eyes closed. He can take me away from here. He can make me feel like it’s all going to be all right. He’s done it so many times before.
All of my darkest moments are only blips, only small dips in a timeline because he was there showing me where to go, leading me away. He can do it all with a kiss.
“Kiss me,” I tell him, although it comes out as if I’m begging. “I’ll do anything for you to kiss me right now.” I’m slow to open my eyes, my heart steady as my hands move up to his neck. His muscles ripple under my touch as he leans in with me, nipping my bottom lip then sucking it before finally kissing me.
Gratitude swarms with desire, the two swirling deep in my belly. His smell, his touch, his kiss. I want it all surrounding me, protecting me and making it all go away.
Neither of us breathe as we kiss and in the moment of passion, we break away, gasping for air as his hands roam down my body. “Please,” I beg him.
My legs part for him, straddling him already although we’re both clothed. “Laura.” My name is both a warning and the only word Seth speaks.
I say please, with longing.
He says Laura, with a torturous tone.
As he lays me on my back, I keep his lips to mine, parting my own and licking along the seam of his until he parts them, deepening the kiss and melding our mouths together.
The feel of his length pressing against my leg is all I need to moan. He doesn’t make a move to undress either of us, so I do it. Ignoring his protests and stroking him before he can tell me not to.
I open my eyes to see his head arched back, his deep groan of pleasure filling the space. He towers over me with all this power, and with a single touch, I know he wants me. I know he’ll do everything he can to make sure I feel the same way I make him feel.
A faint beat flickers in my chest and I love it. I love that he makes me feel all of this. “I want you,” I beg him as my hand moves to his velvety head.
I already know I’m ready for him when his heated gaze drops to meet mine. Both of our lips are parted, our breathing heavy. Both of us in need.
I shimmy out of my pants, dropping them to the side of the small bed, all the while keeping my eyes on Seth. He doesn’t move, his hands fisted and digging into the mattress on either side of my head. His shirt still on, but his pants are pushed down to his knees.
If someone were to walk in on us in this moment, they’d get a sight of his fine ass. And the very thought of it makes me smile. It’s a small smile, but it shows.
I think that’s what does it, that and the last please I have to give him, for Seth to lower his body down to mine.
He props up one of my legs with the crook of his arm, spreading and angling me. His lips drop to mine at the same time that he enters me. The motion is swift and harsh. The act tears a scream from my throat, but he catches it. Staying deep inside of me, Seth whispers, “You will be quiet.”
It’s a statement that makes my heart pound with desire.
“I will.” The whisper is lost in his kiss as he moves at a slower pace, each stroke deep before pulling out nearly all the way. Every time he moves backward, I pray for him to come back. Each thrust forward is nearly too much though, stinging my eyes with tears as my nails dig into his back and my head thrashes.
It’s torturously sweet and slow. My pleasure builds, taking its time and feeling like the highest of highs before crashing down. I can’t kiss him when I do. Tears leak from my eyes while the convulsion of the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had paralyzes my body and I bite down on his shoulder to keep from screaming out.
   
Seth

THE KNOCK at the door is followed by it opening, only a couple of inches. Laura is sound asleep on my shoulder and even though my arm is fucking numb, I haven’t moved.
Carefully, I maneuver my way out from under her, hating that I have to leave her at all. I’m afraid if I leave, she’ll remember why she left. Not that she can go anywhere in here, but she could realize she doesn’t want me. I can’t let that happen. All of this is too good to be true and I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Staring down at her, I make sure she’s asleep. Her readjusting and inhaling deeply is followed by the smallest of hums and not a stir afterward.
On the short walk to the door I shake out my arm, trying to bring it back to life. I’m tired as all hell. My eyes feel it, my body feels it, and all I want is to fall asleep with Laura in my own bed.
When I pull open the door wider, I catch sight of Walters first and I’m concerned by the expression he gives me until he nods his head behind him, at fucking Cody Walsh.
My gaze moves back to Walters. Walsh isn’t on our payroll and whatever truce that was between us is long gone as far I’m concerned. My jaw hardens, and I play out every way this can go in my mind.
Before I can say a word, Walsh speaks up. “We’re letting you both go.”
His eyes don’t look past me but even still, I shut the door to hide the sight of Laura sleeping from him and speak quietly. “Is that right?”
“The DA came to the decision. We don’t have enough to charge either of you.”
“And the cases?” I ask Walsh but look back at Walters, nodding and dismissing him.
“Yours is closed. Hers is still open.”
I don’t respond, pissed off and knowing that I need the Cross brothers to cover my ass in that case. I hate them for leaving her in that cell. It needs to go away in an instant, though, and they have far more pull than I do. I haven’t forgotten that I promised her I’d leave, and I will. The second she says the word, we’ll go wherever she wants. I don’t know what that means for me and Jase. I know I’ll lose her again if I don’t, though. I’m willing to do anything. Anything and everything.
Walsh speaks when I don’t say anything. “Passing out at the wheel is your defense, in case you didn’t know.” The humor isn’t lost on me, but I don’t show a hint of it to him.
I can’t stand the sight of Walsh after he kept me in that room for as long as he did. I could have been with Laura sooner; I could have stopped the bullshit that was going on behind the scenes in her cell if he hadn’t kept me in that damn interrogation room.
As far as I’m concerned, Walsh can go fuck himself.
“And self-defense against a dirty cop is hers.”
I know the lawyer will tell me what he’s talking about, but lawyers only know so much. “Care to elaborate?” I ask, needing to know the intel on the cop involved in her case.
“He had no reason to be there, or to be with the other men. He was undercover, but not on a case that involved them.”
I nod, peeking back at Laura for only a moment and ensuring she’s still passed out.
“Thank you.” He earns a single point of gratitude for giving me that information. He can still go fuck himself, though.
“I wasn’t going to let her go down for your mistake.” Walsh’s voice is harsh and my grip on the doorframe turns white knuckled. “I didn’t know how close you two were until last week. I looked up everything between you two, and I think I have a good idea of what went down.”
The guilt is there and I know he’s right, but I don’t like him. I’ll never like him.
He must know exactly what I’m thinking from my glare because he tells me, “We don’t have to be on the same side, but you don’t know the shit I had to pull to get you both out of here.”
Jase said it could take days to get to the judge and this is faster than I thought it’d be, but I doubt Walsh’s honesty.
“That judge would have never turned. Judge Lainson wants the Cross brothers and he knows you and her are a way to get in.”
“So you convinced him that the cases were too weak to hold up in court?” I ask, still not believing what he’s telling me. He could simply be taking the credit.
“No, I didn’t. I had the DA get involved and told him about an incident with Lainson. All of his cases have been handed over.”
“An incident?”
“It doesn’t involve you. What matters is that your case was given to a different judge because of it. A judge who happens to be on your payroll.”
I’m silent, searching his gaze for honesty and that’s exactly what I find.
Walsh looks over his shoulder, down the deserted hall and a look of shame is barely registered on his face. “I did what I had to do. You don’t have to like me; I don’t have to like you either. But I’m very aware that you and the brothers are the fastest way for me to get what I want.” He looks past me, not able to see much at all in the room and then meets my gaze. “Get her, and get out. I’ll get Walters for you since you seem to have a preference.”
He doesn’t fail to remind me, “Remember this, King. You owe me.”
I only nod in agreement. That I do. For the first time since I met this asshole, I’m grateful for him.
“As a show of good faith,” he says and looks as if he’s debating something but decides to say it, “the evidence I have on you and Jase, it’s in the mail.”
“You have backups.” It’s not a question. Any smart man would.
“Had,” he corrects. “I don’t think you realize what he did to me. All I want is Marcus. None of this matters and I’m willing to risk a lot to ensure Marcus and I meet sooner, rather than later.”
“Why do you want Marcus so much?” I have to ask. He’s gone out of his way to help me… all for Marcus?
His lips set in a straight line and he stares at me for a moment. “A while ago, he let things happen to a woman I cared about. He knew she was at risk, and he allowed them anyway.” The last bit morphs into a harshly spoken whisper. He nods, staring at the crack in the door rather than at me. “She forgave him because he saved her from the end. But he was never held accountable. He believes every action has a consequence. He needs to have his. She forgave him, but I didn’t.”





LAURA
“ You’re on the DA’s watch list. Stay here. Stay low. That’s my professional advice.” The lawyer is a no-nonsense man. In a sharp suit and with even sharper deep brown eyes, he’s laid out everything for Seth and me.
“I understand.” Seth’s response is professional even though he’s dressed in plaid flannel pants and a white t-shirt, both of which he slept in, and his lower right jaw is still bruised. The two of them are at complete odds in appearance, but one hundred percent in agreement on what happened.
I was meant to be leverage to get an in for the judge to take down the Cross brothers. They didn’t care about the cop. This wasn’t the first time the cop cut through red tape and was caught doing things he shouldn’t have been. They knew. They withheld information in order to charge me.
My mind has wandered most of the meeting. It’s late and I’m still tired. I don’t think I slept for very long in that room with Seth. I’ve never been one to be happily woken up from sleep but hearing Seth tell me softly that we could leave? My eyes jolted open at that and I got my ass moving, still half asleep, just to get out of there.
“Always a pleasure,” Seth says and the two men stand, the lawyer giving a polite laugh to the joke. They’re shaking hands by the time I stand up and I reach out my own. Mr. Grayson’s hair is swept back on the top and short on the sides. He has a look to him that’s nothing but clean cut. He even apologized to me when he used profanity.
I don’t know how he got involved with the Cross brothers and Seth, but I’m grateful for him and his insight. There’s no way the case will stay open. He’s sure of it.
Seth’s arm wraps around my lower back as he walks the lawyer to the door, smiling while the lawyer insists that I’ll be fine now that the investigation regarding the cop truly has no legs to stand on. It seems easy enough, case closed, but from the look in Seth’s eye, the way the smile on his face is only polite like the lawyer’s laugh, he’s hiding something. And the second the door closes, I turn in his embrace, take a step back and question him.
“Why is he saying it’s over and done, yet you’re acting like it’s not?”
Seth’s jaw is lined with a rough coat of stubble. It’s dark and combined with the bruise, his charming look is gone. He’s rough and deadly but even still, the smirk he gives me and the gentle peck he places on my lips make him nothing but the man I remember him to be.
I’m a hair’s breadth away from laying into him for not answering me, but he does. Honestly, and it makes a part of me wish he had lied. “Because it’s not over.”
“Legally—”
“Legally, we have nothing to worry about,” he agrees with me, cutting me off and using his other arm to pull me into him. As if this one will be more effective than the last. And truthfully, I don’t want to fight him. I don’t want to leave his hold so long as he’s giving me what I need. Right now, that’s information.
“The guy I killed wasn’t only a crooked cop. I think he–and the rest of them—worked for Marcus and I think whatever they started, isn’t over.”
“The mention of that name…” I trail off as chills flow from the base of my skull down my spine. The name elicits fear because it comes from years of whispers and authority.
“He’s only a man.”
“Why though? Why would Marcus want anything to do with me?” It doesn’t take more than a second of staring up at Seth to know that he’s the reason why. I am only a pawn. “What did you do?”
“I’m not sure it’s him. When I know, I’ll tell you.”
It’s silent as we move out of the foyer but then I remember something.
“Delilah wrote a lot of things in her books; some were about cops. She was a lawyer, you know. She knew things.” I wish I were rested and had a better memory. I can’t for the life of me recall a single name or anything specific about the men Marcus ‘worked with.’ “Maybe something useful is in her notebooks.”
“Declan’s looking,” is all Seth responds but it’s enough to ease my worry… some.
“You really think it was Marcus?” I question him. There was never a time in my life where I thought, I’m going to be on the end of that man’s wrath. I never even wanted to see him. I wanted to pretend he was only a myth. Seth is right though; Marcus is only a man.
He’s one I’m terrified of, though. And now he has men working for him. Which is the first I’ve ever heard of this.
“I don’t know,” Seth answers me grimly, taking his time to sit on the couch and instead of retaking my seat on the chair where I was during the briefing, I settle down next to him. I can’t explain it, but right now I have to be touching Seth.
It feels too lonely, too cold when he’s not right there. Not only that, but I’m still scared. I know I don’t have to be. I’m safe here, but it’s easier to not be scared when someone’s holding your hand.
Just as Seth is holding mine now. He lifts my hand in his and stares at it when he talks. “I’m going to lay low but do some digging. I want you to stay here.”
“I have work.”
“I know, and you’ll be safe there. Jase is sending some guys to watch the place.”
I peek up past the living room windows and note the lights from a quarter mile outside on the edge of Seth’s property. “Like he has guys watching out there.”
“Yeah, they’re on watch right now. Everything is safe and protected as long as you’re here, at the Cross estate or at work.” His steely blues hit me hard when he tells me, “If you go anywhere else, tell me. They’ll follow you and keep you safe. That way I can work, knowing you’re all right.” He’s looking at me with his brow raised as if I wouldn’t tell him.
“I don’t have a death wish,” I try to joke but the mention of death forces me to subconsciously raise my hand to my chest. It splays over my heart and I consider for only a half second telling Seth about my condition and then I do what I’ve been doing. I drop it and my hand, using my other to squeeze his hand tighter.
The plan right now regarding my systolic heart failure diagnosis: I’m going to call and make an appointment with the specialist and until that appointment, I’m going to take my medicine and pretend like pills will fix it. I would rather hide it until I know what my options are.
“Hey.” Seth’s firm voice brings me back to problem A, away from problem… where does my heart even fall on the list? “Promise me you’ll let me know where you are at every step and you’ll listen.”
A small submissive smile graces my lips, meant to appease him. “I promise, I’ll listen.”
With his hand still wrapped around mine, he taps my knuckles against his thigh rhythmically as he looks at me, searching for something. He doesn’t like whatever he sees, judging by his expression, which is raw and open. He’s undecided.
“What’s wrong?” I question.
“It’s just that I can see you taking off again, even though you’re sitting there telling me that you won’t. I know I want to prevent that and I know how, but you don’t like the idea of being punished,” he answers without hesitation. “See that?” He stops the rhythmic tapping and holds up our hands, still embraced but barely. “You tried to pull away at just the thought of it. And you did that yesterday too, when we were—”
“In jail,” I finish the statement bitterly. I’m pissed that he has the nerve to bring it up again, but I don’t want to fight. Swallowing, I press my fingers back between his and scoot closer to Seth. “I don’t like the way you say it.”
“Is that all? Because I don’t think that’s it. I don’t think you want me to be…”
My gaze moves from his to the hole that’s still in the wall. I was able to clean up the pieces of drywall before the lawyer came in, but the remaining evidence of the other night is still there. I don’t want it here. I don’t want anything to do with it.
When I move to stand, I have to rip my hand away from Seth’s. How dare he bring it up.
“You don’t get to punish me for leaving because you told me you killed my father.” I don’t even know how I’m able to say the words. The truth kills me, it chokes me, it smothers me. I don’t want it.
“That’s not—”
“It is!” I scream at him, shaking my head wildly. I can’t take it, and my heart races. I can’t go through with this conversation. I simply can’t control what it’s doing to me. “Please don’t do this. Don’t hurt me like that.”
“Is that what you think I want to do?” As he speaks, he raises his voice like I do. “I don’t want to hurt you!” He says it like I’ve spoken something offensive. As if I’m in the wrong. A moment passes with silence and the next time he speaks, his voice is calmer, lower. His hands are in the air like he’s approaching a wild animal. “It’s not about hurting you.”
“It’s not about the act of punishing me,” I say and it takes everything to get the words out. “It’s why!” Thump, thump, thump, the beating races through me, and I struggle to breathe.
Calming myself, I try. I try to appease him while protecting myself. “My father wasn’t a rat. You didn’t kill him. I don’t want to believe it.”
“Laura, it’s about you leaving—”
“Stop it. Both times. Both times I left…” My strength weakens and my pulse is hard in my veins. I’m hot all over. “Can’t you understand? I don’t want to remember why I left.”
I cut him off the moment he tries to speak. “You can’t bring it up. It brings it all back and I can’t go back, Seth. I can’t live in the past, not when my present—” My throat tightens, silencing the rest of my thought.
“I’m not trying to hurt you,” he says. His tone is calming and I know he’s telling the truth. I know he is, but I can’t allow the mention of it. Everything tumbles downward after it. I can’t stop the falling of memories.
“I’ll make a truce,” I offer him, desperate to end this. “I never bring it up, and you don’t hold my sin over my head.”
“What’s that?” His question is softly spoken.
“I never left. I never left you. I had no choice. If you get to live with a lie, so do I.”
Only feet apart, we couldn’t be further away from one another. Both of us struggling, but we can live this way. I know we can. We can pretend and be happy. That’s all I want right now, for a little while. All I have is a little while anyway.
“Can’t we just pretend? Please,” I beg him. “I don’t want to remember why I left. You say you’re going to punish me for it, but saying that only brings it all back up. I don’t want that. I don’t want to remember. Can’t we just pretend?”
“We can’t pretend that you don’t leave when things get bad.”
My voice raises and I slam my hand against his chest, trying to shove him away as my cadence cracks. “And you can’t pretend that things aren’t fucking horrific.”
I can pretend all I want but we are so badly broken, and the realization weakens my knees. I’d fall if Seth wasn’t still holding me.
“Please don’t do this,” I beg him again as he pulls me into his chest. “Please, I don’t want to cry anymore.”
Seth’s hand on my shoulder, his forearm against my back, steadies me. He rocks me softly and it’s completely at odds with everything else. We are so broken, but this is all I have and all I want. I’ve lived my life without Seth in it. I can’t do that anymore despite everything I now know.
It’s a whirlwind of emotions and betrayal, yet a constant in the storm is how he makes me feel when we’re like this. Me, broken and not knowing how to fix myself and him, steadily holding me.
“I need you,” I whisper. Pulling away from the warmth of his chest, I tell him, “I don’t need you to punish me.”
“I need to know you won’t run.” His answer is simple.
My gaze is beseeching. In an attempt to crack this armor he’s put up, I say, “I’m telling you I won’t.”
His lips part and I can almost hear his unspoken words declaring that I told him that before. My heart stumbles and falls so quickly. “Seth, I can’t leave you,” I say and swallow thickly, needing to tell him that what little time I have left, I need to be with him. The truth doesn’t come, though. What if he decides he can’t be with me when I have a faulty heart? He can’t love someone who’s only going to leave him. After all, that’s what I do. I leave him.
“I’m afraid,” I admit, opting for a new truth. Barely breathing as my eyes turn glossy. Haphazardly wiping them, I hold on to the anger. I pull away from him to bitch, “I hate fucking crying. When did I—”
“You can cry.” Seth’s voice is calm when he takes my forearm, pulling me back into him.
I don’t have enough time to cry.
“I’m afraid of this horrible side of me. It bothers me… how I always fall into this world. I’m drawn to it, Seth,” I confess and look him in the eyes. “There’s no point in leaving you when I know this bad piece of me is just who I am and it leads me into this… this...”
“Nothing about you is horri—”
I cut him off before he can console me and feed me some bullshit about how I don’t have that in me. I know I do. It’s there waiting and ready, almost greedily wanting to come out and prove itself. “There’s plenty of bad in me! I killed a woman. I killed her. I—I—I—” Words fail me.
“You had to.”
“A part of me wanted to,” I confess.
“Calm down.” With both of his hands on my shoulders, he tells me sincerely, “There’s nothing wrong with you.”
“There is—” he doesn’t let me finish.
“No there isn’t.”
He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t see the point.
“I can’t leave you, Seth, because I accept it. I accept that I’ll always be led back here. I promise you I won’t leave. Because I know I need you.” It’s not all the truth, but it’s jagged pieces of it. Reckless and scattered, but it’s all true. “I won’t ever leave you because I’m afraid of that side of me. But I know you understand it. I know you’ll protect me from it all.” That tiny last bit is so raw and honest that it shakes me to my core.
“Can I tell you something?” Seth asks and waits for me. I peek up at him, nodding.
A sad smile I know so well greets me. It’s the kind he gives me when he tells me something he doesn’t want to. “You’re my good side.”
My brow pinches with confusion until he leans in, kissing it, kissing that crease and then he says it again. “If there’s a good side and a bad side to every person. You’re my only good side. You can’t leave me again. I’m nothing that I want to be without you. Imagine that feeling when that dark side threatens to take over. Imagine that, and only that.”
Seth has been so steady, so strong, I haven’t viewed him as broken, not like I view myself. Never. Not once.
All I can do, as quickly as my body is able, is to lean forward and hold on to him. No matter how hard I hug him, he hugs me closer, his warm breath in the crook of my neck. I wish I could just go back. There are times in life when I wished that, but never so much as now. Thinking back to that first time I saw him, I would change it all. I’d save us. We could have had a different life. I know in my heart he’s the one I’m meant to be with, but why does this life have to end like this? Maybe in the next we’ll remember. Maybe we’ll remember this love and be drawn to one another again.
“I promise I won’t ever leave your side. Just please, pretend with me. Please.”
He doesn’t say he’ll pretend but when he kisses me, he promises not to bring it up again, and I’ll take that.
“Can we just agree on one thing?” I dare to ask, to put it to bed and let it rest where it is. “I don’t want you to bring up me leaving again. You don’t want me to bring up,” I have to pause and breathe in deep, pretending I’m not saying these words right now, “my father again.”
Seth is still and quiet.
“Right?” I ask him, prodding him to agree with me.
“You have to know I’m sorry.”
“Don’t, Seth,” I beg him, swallowing down the pain. “I need you to drop it, this talk about me leaving and needing to be punished for it. Drop it and never bring it up again and I’ll do the same.”
Seth doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t agree and he doesn’t disagree. He holds me though, close and with a grip that isn’t going to let up. That’s all I want right now. With everything going on, this is all I need.
“Hey,” I tell him, “I love you.”
“That’s all that matters,” he answers and then kisses me. He’s right. Right now, all that matters is this. I can be okay with this. I make sure I tell him, “I’ll never stop loving you.”
There’s a moment when he’s holding me, where I’m warm and so safe, that nothing else feels real. It simply can’t be true because when we touch, everything is right. So all of the wrong that is happening around us, all of this awful shit, it’s not real.
I let my lips slip up Seth’s throat. There’s always a little rough stubble there. The tip of my nose drags along it and when I inhale deeply, calming and settling, all I smell is him. I plant a small kiss right there, right on his throat and I’m awarded with a groan, deep and rough, vibrating against my entire front.
He readjusts and I know he must be hard for me. It’s so easy to get him worked up, to get him wanting me. Truth be told, it’s the same back. There isn’t a moment where he kisses me and I don’t want and need him instantly.
“You really love me still?” he questions with his piercing blue eyes focused solely on me. I’m so hurt inside. For him. For us.
“I could never not love you, Seth,” I tell him honestly and kiss him before the swell of emotion takes over. All I want is him. To be held by him. To be loved by him. Everything else, in this moment, I choose to ignore.
Crashing my lips against his, I slip my hands up his shirt. One slides up while the other moves down, slipping past his waistband. I love the feel of him in my hand. How hard he is, yet soft and smooth. All of him was made to be a sex god. Every inch of his body. I grip him once and beg him, “Please,” in a heated whisper.
Seth inhales and lets his head fall back. With his eyes still closed, he commands me, “Get your ass undressed now.”
I can’t help that I smile, that I feel a rush of warmth from my cheeks, down my chest, all the way down at the thought of him taking me right now. With my teeth digging into my bottom lip, I’m quick to remove every article of clothing. Seth is slower, lazily stripping as he watches me.
“I love it when you smile like that,” he comments before pulling his shirt over his head.
“I love it when you make me smile like this,” I tell him back, feeling a dull ache in my chest, a pull to him that I need to hold on to forever. Until my last breath. Because it’s the best thing I have in this world. He’s the only thing that feels good. This. This moment and what’s between us, it’s worth living for even if nothing else is.
Both of us bared, he stalks toward me and I wait, standing with anticipation, goosebumps traveling over my skin, but I’m so hot, the shiver doesn’t come with an ounce of cold, only want.
He keeps his gaze pinned to mine until he has to break it to plant a single open-mouthed kiss in the crook of my neck. It’s then that I reach out to him, both of my hands on his chest until I move them up to his shoulders. His hands roam my body and I squeal when he lifts me into his arms. His cock is nestled between my sex.
He braces my back against the wall and it doesn’t escape my knowledge that the hole from the other night is still there, just to the right of me. That’s where he fucks me, hard and ruthlessly.
He doesn’t try to silence my strangled cries of pleasure. He tears them from me with each forceful thrust. His eyes never leave mine, even when he kisses my jaw.
“Seth,” is the only word I can say as he takes me, pounding into me relentlessly. He hits the back of my wall every time and I swear it’s too much, but the moment he’s gone, I want it again. Always.





SETH
“She’s good?” Declan asks as he pulls away, leaning back in his seat and taking control of the polished steering wheel with one hand. Resting my head against the passenger side, I check the side-view mirror as the lights in my front room windows fade into nothing. The car jostles as Declan turns and hits the edge of a pothole.
“She’s all right,” I say, giving him a vague answer. I have to move, setting my elbow on the rest and letting my thumb tap against my bottom lip. She’s not all right, but she’s better. I know her and this isn’t her. She’s not addressing what I did, she’s backing down from the fight. My babygirl doesn’t pretend, and she doesn’t hold things in. She’s not all right. Something is wrong with her. Something’s wrong with us and I don’t know what.
“Are you good?”
“Tired and pissed.” I answer him before looking at him. He knows I’m pissed. I haven’t told him that I don’t like that they left her in the cell with the hitman, but he doesn’t need me to say it. I can read it on him and I’m sure he can tell I’m pissed just the same. Laura should have never been left in there. It was a calculated risk. And I hate them for it.
Declan is the spitting image of Carter, but with lighter hair, lighter eyes, and a more approachable personality. Every hard edge Carter has worked at having, Declan’s cultivated the opposite. He wants people to come to him. He wants them to feel that they can trust him. It works.
“She’s not bait.” Apparently, I can’t let it go. It’s what irks me as I sit in this expensive sedan while Declan drives me away. They know I’m pissed. They know it was fucked. And yet, here I am, at war with an unknown man and pissed at the only allies I had.
“I know.” Declan’s tone is easy. He’s always easy, but I’ve seen the way he handles situations. There’s a grace about it, a calming air and then a brutal ending his opponent didn’t see coming. It’s all about the way he handles it, with both control and ease. “I told them that girl should have been taken out of Laura’s cell the second she was placed in there.”
The sun’s only just peeking over the horizon, the pale pinks and oranges kissing at the edge of the skyline. Laura slept soundly for a little while, then woke up screaming again. He wants to know if she’s all right? She’s not. Part of the reason is because they let that situation occur. They could have stopped it. They didn’t. And now she’s not all right.
“She’s not all right,” Declan surmises. I only look at him in response, mute. “You can’t hide it.”
“How do you know that what I’m thinking is about her?”
“How could it not be about her?” he questions back. A deep ache settles in my chest and I have to look away.
“I can’t stand this. She just had a hard time sleeping and now I’m leaving her. She woke up screaming, grabbing me. She has nightmares about it, Declan. She’s not all right.” He should know. They let that shit happen.
“She’ll be all right,” he answers. After a moment he adds, “She’s strong… maybe it’s better to be alone if she’s doing that.”
“Better to be alone?” I don’t hide how I truly feel about his comment. How could he think that’s better? Anger swims inside of me. He’s the only friend I have out here. Him and his brothers. Yet here I am, wanting to beat their faces in.
He glances at me quickly, with confusion at first before explaining himself. “Well if she’s grabbing you when you’re sleeping… I was just thinking… you know, you react to that. Being grabbed in your sleep.”
My head falls back and I stare at the visor and then up to the sunroof that still displays the fading night sky. “She’s screaming, Declan. My first instinct is to find her.” I explain it as calmly as I can remember something Declan told me that makes me feel like shit.
His first instinct isn’t the same. I forgot about what he told me a year or more ago. That must be why he said what he did. Why he assumed her grabbing me wouldn’t end well. And now I feel like shit. This edge I have needs to go. I need to get out this aggression before it gets me killed. Declan is not my enemy, even if I am pissed.
“Sorry,” he says and adjusts his grip on the wheel, then looks out of his window, away from me. “I didn’t mean for it to be taken like it was. It wasn’t meant to be… cold.”
“It’s not,” I say. “I get it.” The streets are vacant as we drive. I’m quick to change subjects and put this to bed for now. “Everyone’s going to be there?”
“The four of us. Daniel’s staying back.”
“Carter, Jase, you and me?” I question to clarify and Declan looks away to nod. I don’t like it. I don’t fucking like this one bit. Not when I’m pissed at them and they know it. “I’m not all right with the way things went down.”
“We know,” he answers and that’s what causes the cold prick to travel down my back. I’m not comfortable against the leather. It’s hot and this seat feels too small.
“If you knew I’d be pissed, then why?” I can’t help but bite it out. “Why use her as bait?” They left her in there, hoping to get more information about who put the hit on her. I don’t know how I could ever forgive them. Worse, I don’t know how they’ll react to knowing that.
“Carter got the note. It was never going to get to Jean.” This is the first I’m hearing about it. I’ve been out for half a day now, and Declan’s just now telling me?
“When?” I question and quickly spit out more. “What’d Marcus say in it? Where is it?”
“It’s not Marcus. It’s not his writing. Check the glove box,” he says, reaching over. As the click of the lock fills the small cabin, he tells me, “We got it just after Walters gave Laura the package. If it had been delivered a moment before, things would’ve been different. I swear to you, if we’d already had the note, she’d have been in her own cell. She’d have been alone.”
The small note is familiar; the type of paper, the handwriting. Marcus has a tell and these notes are it. It’s his primary mode of communication. Thick handmade paper with deckle edges, his writing style, even how it’s ripped. There’s always a way to know it came from him and this looks like it did. My head spins reading it. Shock and fear come back with full force.
The note reads: Make it quick. It’s not her sin to pay.
My veins freeze with the ice that courses through me. The need to rip it up, to crumble it, to smash my fisted hand against the window rides me hard. “He gave the order,” I say and the tragic truth is ripped from me as my throat tightens and I read every word again. “She was going to die in there.”
“Again, it’s not Marcus. Someone wants it to look like him.”
I stare at Declan for a moment, who gives nothing away, then back at the note. Bright lights from the streetlamps come and go, casting more illumination for me to see clearly.
“How the hell is this not Marcus?” I don’t see it. It’s everything we know that comes from him.
“Look at the tail ends of the letters, they’re not like Marcus’s handwriting. I put it through the system.” Declan turns left, driving down a dirt road and past rural farms with bales of hay on either side of us. He explains, “It compares writing samples. This isn’t from Marcus.”
“What about the ones last week?” I can’t help but to think back to the notes. The ones that convince me Marcus knows about my past.
“They’re his.” Declan’s condolences are evident in his tone. “You ever decide on what you think it means?” he questions, taking a turn in the topic of conversation.

WHICH WILL IT BE? Fletcher’s right-hand man? Or Laura’s father?

“DID he want to kill them or did he have to…” I tell him the only conclusion I’ve come to. “I didn’t want to kill Laura’s father, but I had to. Fletcher was different. One was surviving this life, the other barely surviving life at all. I killed Fletcher for business. I killed Laura’s father because I had to. Otherwise, I was dead and he’d have ended up dead too. There was no choice.”
“Well, those were left by Marcus and obviously for you. He’s been following you, talking to you, but this last note wasn’t from him. He didn’t order a hit on Laura.”
Thank fuck.
It’s silent for a moment before I tell Declan, “It’s a power play either way. He wanted me to know that he knew about me and Laura and what I’d done. He called my hand and I showed it.”
“Anyone would have,” Declan tells me like it’s all right, but it’s not.
“Everything’s fucked because of it.”
“I think you did something to piss Marcus off. He’s creating problems for you.”
“I haven’t done anything worth him even noticing.”
“It’s the same shit that happened with Carter. Everything was an easy truce until he took Aria. We think it fucked with Marcus’s plans, so he came for us.”
“I didn’t do anything though.”
“If not you, then Laura,” he tells me, meeting my gaze as we turn down a long dirt drive.
Anger consumes me at the mention of her name. “She’s innocent in all of this and you know it.” The threat is barely hidden in my tone.
“Delilah is still a factor. She has connections to Marcus and Laura knows her. We don’t know what Marcus knows about the two of them or what he thinks Laura knows.”
Rage pulses through me and I have to close my eyes. “He didn’t write the note though. He wants me to know he knows, but maybe he didn’t send those guys to Laura’s place.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” Declan agrees. “Marcus is digging into your past. But someone else is going after you too. Someone who wants to pin it on Marcus.”
“Walsh?” I question.
“No. No, not Walsh.” The way he answers me, it’s like he already knows.
“Who?”
As Declan puts the car into park, the dome lights giving off a soft glow inside the car, he smirks. “I think I know. I got a print.”
“On the note?”
He only nods and continues. “And that print isn’t in the system but it matches another print I took from Laura’s place.”
“One of the three pricks who broke in?”
“You are correct.” Nodding, I crack my knuckles one at a time, peering outside. There’s an old barn, the painted blue walls fresh compared to the wood on the doors, but still, it’s worn down. Bright lights shine from inside the barn, and I make a note that there’s nothing around here for miles and miles. Woods, and on the edge of the bay.
Another smirk shows first, followed by a grin. “I know you’re pissed at me. But I have a gift for you.”
Before I can respond, he turns off the car and slips out of the driver’s door, leaving me there with apprehension. It only takes me a moment to get out, following him as he walks to the large sliding wooden doors to the barn.
Using both of his hands, he parts the opening and more light spreads across the field.
It’s quiet, except for Jase’s voice. “Took you long enough.” I can barely hear him, walking a few paces behind Declan, but I know I heard him right.
I’m still rounding the front when I finally get a good look inside. The barn is at minimum twenty feet high and twenty feet across, but at least double that in length.
Carter and Jase stand side by side. Both cleanly shaven and each wearing slacks, black and gray respectively, and dress shirts. Carter’s is rolled up to just above his elbows whereas Jase opted to keep his crisp white shirt sleeves down, complete with cuff links.
The two of them in this barn doesn’t make sense. With the crowbars, hammer, and nail gun on a short wooden bench to their right, anyone could easily connect the dots.
They aren’t the only ones waiting for us.
All three men are bound, on their knees, with burlap bags over their heads.
“Mine wasn’t burlap,” I comment, knowing in my gut these are the three fuckers who waited for me outside Laura’s place. Their body types match up. My fingers itch with the need to rip the bags off their heads and make sure it’s them.
Jase rolls his eyes and extends his hand to me as I follow Declan to them. “You good?” he asks me, my hand firmly in his.
His prying gaze sinks deep into mine, searching for what I’m thinking.
“You know I’m pissed,” I answer honestly, finally letting his hand go. His nod is nearly imperceptible, but then he tells me, “I would be too.”
“You want to hit something,” Carter speaks up and tilts his head to the man closest to him. “You can take it out on them.”
Although it’s not said in humor and it’s not said casually, I know it’s his attempt to ease the tension between us.
One of the men, the middle one, tries to say something, but he must be gagged because every loudly spoken word is muffled and the dumb fuck nearly falls forward on his face. He barely braces himself, still struggling to be heard.
“They say anything?” Declan asks, tossing his keys down next to the hammer and rolling up his sleeves. He takes them up inch by inch.
“That one is spilling everything,” Jase answers him and gestures to the middle man. Of the men that night, I barely remember his figure. He’s not the muscle, he’s not the heavier one. He’s the other guy. Inconsequential, but there. “The other two haven’t given up shit.”
“One may be a little hard to get to talk,” Carter speaks up, flexing his hand and then crossing his arms. The knuckles on his right hand are split. “His jaw might be broken.”
“Why’d you do that?” Declan says almost jokingly, making his way to the line of silver tools on the bench. He’s weighing a hammer in his right hand when Carter tells him the prick spit on him. “Anyone ever tell you that you have anger issues?” Declan says and then offers a smile as he holds up the hammer for me to see. Jase chuckles, Carter’s still quiet and I shake my head in response to Declan’s offer.
I haven’t moved from my spot, unsure on what the plan is. Truth be told, I want them to myself. All three of them. They got to take out Davis. They shot him down, easily taking his life. I didn’t get that justice. I haven’t gotten anything. I wanted to hunt them down and take care of this myself. I don’t want anyone else around when I take my anger out on each one of them, one at a time.
Although having them together, all at once does offer up a unique opportunity.
I want them to hear the sound of what happens when I’m crossed. I want the other two waiting and listening to their friend being beaten to death. It’s fucked up and sick, but all I can wonder is what they were going to do to Laura. And every answer that comes into my head justifies beating them to death. And taking my time doing it.
“How’s the gunshot?” Jase asks.
“All but forgotten about.”
He nods and I catch Carter taking me in. “I’ve had worse and the bruise on my jaw is already letting up. I’ll be fine,” I answer them and I mean it. With everything going on, I haven’t even thought about the gunshot. I take a pill in the morning for the pain, plus a pill in the evening. “Vicodin does wonders.” My answer gets a laugh from Jase and Declan, not from Carter though.
Walking to the bench, I ask, “How’d you find them?”
With the doors still open, a breeze makes its way in and the faint smell of fresh water from the lake behind the barn comes with it.
The man in the middle leans forward, his shoulders shaking as he lets out a sob. A look of disgust plays on Carter’s face.
“Middle man was the easy one. We had his license number from when we got Davis. It was linked to a credit card and that was linked to other bills, including an address.”
Carter leans forward, ripping the bag off the man’s head. His hair is matted on the right side, his face red and blotchy and a dingy rag spills from his mouth. He screams behind it, but the words are morphed into nothing that’s identifiable.
His face, though, I recognize his face. “Yeah, that’s one of them.”
“He told us where the others were. It was easy enough to collect them.”
Carter continues pulling off the bags and revealing the other two men. I didn’t imagine I’d feel this much relief when I laid eyes on this crew again. It matches the animosity though.
I wanted an outlet for my aggression… here it is. Wrapped up in a pretty bow.
“He say anything interesting?” Declan asks and nods to the one in the middle. He shrieks behind the gag and that time I heard him. Please. He cried out please. It’s muffled behind the rag, but I heard. I’m not going to give any mercy. He can scream whatever he wants to scream. He’s as good as dead. The only consolation I have is knowing he’ll regret ever stepping foot into Laura’s apartment until the moment he dies.
“Yeah,” Jase answers, leaning against the barn wall, propped up with his leg bent and one foot against the wall. “He said we’re working with Walsh, and therefore we’re free game.”
“Free game?” Declan questions at the same time Carter huffs darkly, with true humor at the mention that the Cross brothers are game.
“Remove his gag, I’m sure he’ll tell you we’re as good as dead like he told us.” Jase doesn’t take his eyes off of him. His expression is empty of mercy and the man continues to beg. The other two men don’t speak, they don’t try to do a damn thing. One stares straight ahead while the other watches the four of us, focusing on whoever’s speaking. He’s the one with the broken jaw.
“Did you ask them why they went rogue?” I ask. That note is everything to me. The one made to look like Marcus’s handwriting. I want to know why they did it. Why they decided to threaten Laura, to take her life, and why pin it on Marcus by writing the note the way they did.
“With the note?” Jase asks to clarify.
“Yeah,” I say as my voice hardens and I have to shove my hands in my jean pockets just to keep from reaching out to them. “One of them wrote it, right?”
Carter kicks the back of the man seated directly in front of him, the one staring straight ahead.
“We didn’t ask. You should though,” he informs me. “His print is on it.”
Every step is careful as I move toward the man. He’s in blue slacks and a collared shirt, almost like a uniform. He’s the tallest of the three. I crouch down in front of him, but an arm’s length away and rip the gag from his mouth, tossing it into the dirt. No matter how hard of a man he wants to appear, he still retches from the cloth being removed. He spits on the ground at my feet and I wait, letting the anger pass. I need to know: was it just them, or was Marcus involved in any way at all? I have to know who all of my enemies are.
“Why’d you want to pin murdering my girl on Marcus? Did he send you to her house?” I ask and when the prick doesn’t answer, I add, “He’s pissed about Walsh, so he goes after a woman? That doesn’t seem like Marcus.”
Silence.
“Seems like something a dickless coward would do. There’s no way a man like Marcus would go after someone’s girl. You want to be Marcus, but you aren’t.” My last line triggers something.
The man’s eyes flash for a moment and he clenches and unclenches his jaw, still not saying anything. I don’t mean to do it, at least I’m not conscious of it, when I strike out and slam my fist into his nose.
“Fuck!” the man screams and leans backward, which only makes him fall. The blood from his broken nose leaks into the dirt, and Jase lets him lie there for only a moment before forcing him back to his knees. All the while he fights it. I shake out my hand, reeling inside. I need to know. I have to know who wanted her dead. Every name. Every single name involved. They all have to die.
“Look guys, he’s not mute,” I say, deadpan. “For a moment, I thought I was having a one-sided conversation.” Everything on the outside of me, is at odds with what’s going on internally. Even the control. I need them to talk, to tell me what happened, or else I have nothing. They’re on their knees, at my mercy, but I still have nothing.
The middle man speaks up again, his eyes wide and his words muffled. Both men on his left and right glare at him.
I rip the cloth out of his mouth. “You have something you want to share?” Please.
Please, I pray, give me something. Tell me what happened that led to this.
“Please, I’ll tell you everything, just let me go.”
“No.” My answer is immediate and the man’s eyes dilate as they go wide. He’s hit with shock at first. He’ll still tell me. I know he will. I have to believe that; I need him honest in his final hours. I’ll be honest too, just tell me.
“We told them it was up to you,” Carter informs me. “Guess he was hopeful that you would have mercy.”
“Please!” he begs, his single word yelled in such a high pitch it breaks from his throat being dry. “I’ll tell you everything. Anything you want to know.”
“You think you could do that? And then you could leave here and Marcus wouldn’t kill you?” Tears leak from the man’s eyes. “If you could do that, then whatever you have to say isn’t worth enough to even hear it.”
“It is! Marcus is leaving. He’s not going to be here. Please! I can tell you everything.”
My gaze shifts to Carter, who’s looking at Jase. A chill creeps into the silent room as the man heaves in air. “It was a mistake. I just want out! I want out of it all!”
The man who wrote the note, the one with the print on the letter, he curses in what I think is Russian before heaving his body at the middle man, his teeth sinking into the man’s cheeks and blood gushes from it. It’s not too deep, merely a gash, but blood leaks freely and the middle man screams out in agony, toppling over. I don’t make an attempt at all to stop it. I want chaos, I want them to attack each other. In violence there’s truth.
Carter grabs the first man by the back of his shirt, forcefully righting him and the man spits once again at the dirt under the middle man’s feet. A tinge of his blood remains.
Standing up, I walk backward, assessing the scene in front of me. One man on his knees, glaring at the rat he used to work with, blood staining his mouth. The middle one wriggling on the dirt, his cheek slashed. The third still only watches, the one with the broken jaw, hanging lower than it should on the right side. All I need to know, is which of these three will tell me the truth.
“Marcus is leaving?” Declan asks Jase before I can. Carter stays where he is behind the three men, glaring at them and waiting. He’s a brooding man and silent. Jase tilts his head for Declan and me.
“He said earlier, Marcus is picking a successor.” He’s not whispering, but he’s not speaking loud enough for the men on their knees to hear us. A successor? He choosing someone to take his role?
“He’s condoning going after women?” The disgust in my voice is evident.
“He gave a list of ways to prove themselves. It’s up to his nominations to execute them.”
“Free rein to do whatever they want to prove themselves,” Carter says and Jase nods, agreeing with him. “That’s what it looks like.” Marcus told them he’s leaving, and that whoever proves himself worthy, can take his place.
“Free rein?” I question, needing answers and not knowing who will have them. “My name was on a list, and they decided to involve Laura? Or was she included in the free-for-all?”
“Just you,” the middle man whimpers out the answer that gives me my first bit of peace.
Although anxious heat sweeps across my shoulders and chest, the knowledge that Marcus isn’t going after us, after Laura and me together, is a relief I didn’t dream of having. Maybe he is still coming after me and he’s digging into my past, but Laura isn’t in his sights. She’s safe. She should be safe. These fuckers will pay the price for dragging her into this hell.
“Which one of them decided that Laura would pay? Which one?” I speak up loud enough for everyone to hear, my last question coming out harder. “Marcus sent his men out to prove themselves, and one of you decided to hurt her.” The men are silent, and I look past them at Carter. “I want him. I want the man who decided she needed to die.” He gets that price on his head for his print being on the note. I don’t even know if he made the call, but he’s the one I’ll take care of last.
“You can have them all,” Carter answers, bringing all three of us to stare back at him. The middle man is back on his feet, his head hung low.
I eat up the space that separates us from them, leaving Declan and Jase behind me. Gripping the man who tells every secret, I drag him up to me by the collar until we’re face to face.
“I’m going to ask you a simple question.” He’s already nodding his head, eager to tell me whatever I want to hear as I ask, “Did Marcus tell you to go after Laura?”
“No. He didn’t. It was Jared’s idea. He said it would send you on a spiral downward.”
“Is that one Jared?” I nod to my left and even though Carter’s nodding behind the man in my grasp, he answers quickly. “Yes, and that’s his brother,” he adds, motioning with his head which is the only thing he can move.
I drop the man, letting him fall to the ground.
“They just needed me to drive… I shouldn’t have been there. I shouldn’t have done it. I knew I shouldn’t have,” the man bawls.
“Jared goes last,” I announce, feeling strangely calm considering the amount of hate that’s fueling my decisions.
“Whatever you want. This is our apology,” Carter announces and as fucked up as it is, I answer, “Apology accepted.”
I take the gun out of its holster and weigh it in one hand and then the other.
“I’ve been trying to decide… if I should shoot you first, since you gave up everything so easily.” The man in the middle looks hopeful for a moment, although he still shakes his head. My tone when I speak again clues him in to what I’m thinking before I crouch down in front of him, both hands on the gun between my legs. “The thing is, I don’t trust you. So I can’t give you that mercy.”
“No! No! I told you all everything!” He’s still pleading when I nod at Jase and he picks up the gag, shoving it back into the man’s mouth. Chaos swarms him, but it dies down easily, settling into hopelessness.
“Him first, I think.” I speak out loud and the three brothers nod in unison. He can’t speak so it makes sense to get rid of him first.
“I have another question,” I mention as the thought hits me. “Who sent her flowers?”
The look Jase gives me is unexpected, but Declan knows what I’m referring to. “Who was it?” I harden my voice, and the man in the middle mentions a single name.
Marcus. He told me that Marcus said she deserved a warning, another beginning to an end.
I do exactly what I pictured when I first saw them here. I don’t use a single item from the line of silver metal. I opt for my fists. It’s brutal and taxing on my body. It takes a lot to beat a man to death. After the first one, I have to take off my shirt; it’s covered in sweat and blood and I’m so damn hot.
Middle man must’ve been speaking the truth because he was still pleading for his life, giving the same information over and over again until his windpipe collapsed under my knuckles.
The man who wrote the note, the one responsible for all the pain my babygirl went through, he goes last and before the second man hit the dirt dead, the bitch was crying, begging me.
Every man will break. Some are easier than others.
All three of them stay, watching and helping me when I ask them to.
I can’t go home when it’s over, since I’m covered in blood and angry. I’m still raw and wound up and the cuts on my hand have worsened and split. Declan takes me back to the estate instead, leaving Carter and Jase to clean up the mess. She’s got work in only an hour anyway. That’s how long it took. I can’t let her see this shit right before she leaves and has normalcy. I can’t drop this burden on her.
Declan’s quiet until we park. “What are you going to do with Laura?” Declan’s question catches me off guard and I don’t like it. He should know better than to even say her name right now.
“What do you mean?” I’m fucking exhausted and I don’t have time to decipher what he’s getting at.
“Last time I asked you, you said you didn’t know.”
What am I going to do with her? “I’ll do right by her. Get her a ring when all this settles.” Declan nods at my simple answer and I find myself doing the same. I’m going to love her. That’s all I can do and it’s what she deserves. I’ll do anything and everything that she wants. It’s an easy answer, but every one of my thoughts stays bottled up. He knows about the ring, he knows she’s mine, and that should be good enough. Everything else is just for me and Laura. It’s only for us.
“And she’s good with that?” The car is still running and the headlights shine into the woods. I focus on the lights.
“I think so.” Declan’s quiet but he’s watching me. I can feel his eyes on me. Swallowing, I tell him, “She leaves when things get rough and this life is rough.” I think about telling him that if she wants to go, away from here, away from this life, I’m out. So I do. I lay it out for him, and he accepts it. As if he saw it coming.
He’s silent, but nods in understanding. His jaw is hard though, his brow pinched.
“So you two are good?” he asks again. Prying and the more he asks, the more I find myself telling.
“I don’t know how to set boundaries with her. Every time I try, it goes wrong, everything falls apart, things get worse.” It’s her running away from me. I don’t know how to stop it. “She can’t leave me. She needs to know that’s not an option.”
It takes a long moment of silence before Declan answers me, “She doesn’t strike me as a woman who likes boundaries.”
“She’s mine. And she needs to understand that.”
He throws his hands up and says, “I didn’t say that she didn’t. Some women… they aren’t submissive.” His grip on the wheel gets a little tighter, his voice a little harder before he leans back, forcing himself to relax.
There’s an edge to him. Declan’s never had a woman he loved, as far as I know. He has needs though and I know he goes to this place, a club of sorts. He has experience in that way. But he doesn’t have experience with loving someone. He doesn’t know Laura at all.
“I like submissive. I need that control, you know.”
“Yeah.”
“You love her, and she’s not submissive—”
“You haven’t seen her in that way,” I cut him off. Laura likes it when I take control. I know she does.
“In the topping from the bottom in bed kind of way? I’m sure I don’t need to see it to know it.”
“I’m sure as fuck not the submissive if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“It doesn’t work like that. I’m just saying, maybe she needs control as much as you do. You two work. I’ve seen it. You love each other. That’s enough, man. You don’t need to force her to agree to boundaries that have hurt her before. It’ll happen when it’s supposed to. Let her have the control she needs, and you might be surprised.”
“I’m just afraid she’s going to leave me.” I speak the honest truth. I’ve had this with her before. It’s the only thing I want. The only thing worth living for. “If I lose her again…” my voice trails off and I have to look away.
“You won’t,” Declan tells me confidently. It’s only then I can meet his gaze. He nods, and adds, “You aren’t going to lose her. You two are meant for each other. Nothing’s going to come between that.”
He sounds so sure, so confident, that I believe him because that’s what I want to do. I want to believe I’ll have her forever.





LAURA
“ You aren’t supposed to be here,” Aiden says. The amount of irritation he grits out in his comment is enough to make me roll my eyes, which I do since my back is both to him and the door to the back office. “I’m serious, Laura, you shouldn’t be back until you’re given the okay.”
I hear him, but I’m not listening as I shelve the thick binder of medical records.
“It’s a mandatory leave.” His voice hardens when I ignore him, opting to continue exactly what I’m doing instead.
I am needed here and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him send me away. Melody’s been transferred while she awaits trial. She’s not here anymore, which I’m silently grateful for, but I have paperwork to transfer. Early yesterday morning, I left jail. This morning, I’m back at work. I don’t see the problem, just a striking difference in scenery.
“Laura, are you going to make me call security?” he asks with exasperation and my answer is just the same.
“No. I’m sticking to my schedule.” I guess the saving grace in all of this is that I didn’t miss a shift. I want normalcy and this is the easiest way to get that.
His relief is palpable as he sighs and says, “Please just stay home for the week.”
I turn to him, my ponytail swinging and the tips of my hair tickle my shoulder as I look him in the eyes and tell him, “No. You aren’t calling security and I’m staying.”
“We’re doing an internal investigation, for fuck’s sake,” he practically hisses beneath his breath. The door’s still open and Bethany takes the opportunity to walk in.
Thank the Lord for her. I thought her shift would never start.
“You’re back,” she says brightly, oblivious to Aiden’s irritation and I return her smile, but mine’s thin-lipped and cut off by Aiden.
“No, she’s not.”
“Yes, I am.”
“We need her.” If Aiden sounded exasperated, then Bethany sounds desperate. Grabbing both sides of the threshold to the small room, she leans in and whispers harshly to Aiden, whose hand is currently running down his face. “Cindy isn’t good for a damn thing.”
“I know,” I stress to Bethany, giving Aiden the cold shoulder. “How did she even get through her boards?”
He may be my boss, but I’ll be damned if he’s going to keep me away. Especially given the activity he’s been involved with around here.
“There’s an investiga—”
“Over the woman with only initials?” I question him. “Over her being in here with limited information and files? Or over what happened when she had to have emergency surgery?”
He pales and when he speaks his voice is so dry, he has to swallow and then try again. “This is about you.”
“If you push this, I’ll push too.” It hurts me, truly and deeply to look my boss in the eyes, a man I respect and make that threat. I don’t know what he’s up against, but he doesn’t know what I’m dealing with either. Bethany’s silent and I see her shrink back, but she doesn’t leave. Maybe due to curiosity, maybe she wants to serve as moral support.
“Laura, this isn’t about—”
“I don’t care what it’s about, I’m not leaving.” My throat squeezes and I feel hot all over as I hug the binder to my chest. They can’t make me go. Work is my life and the only thing that makes me feel good right now. “I need to be helping someone,” I plead with him.
“We have to. It’s procedure.”
“Then she doesn’t have to check in,” Bethany pipes up. She looks nervously at me before meeting Aiden’s gaze. “She can be here unofficially. You know we need the help, so as long as it’s not documented…” She leaves the sentence unfinished and the two of us stare at Aiden.
He’s cornered. Figuratively and literally. His answer is a very quickly spoken fine before he leaves. He’s pissed and I get it. Everything around here is falling to hell.
“I’m so glad you’re back,” Bethany says and takes a step in as I stack another binder on top of the one I’ve already placed on the desk. Bethany sits on the edge of it before asking, “Seth all right?”
I nod, my voice suddenly lost. It’s easy to stand up to Aiden, since he doesn’t know everything. Bethany knows it all though. When you call someone early in the morning or late at night, and you lose your shit over the phone, it can be hard to look them in the eye the next morning. That’s what it feels like right now.
“I still haven’t seen him, though.” My voice nearly cracks and I pause my motions, holding a binder that isn’t the right one and slowly but surely, resting my head against the shelf. “He hadn’t come home before I left.” I called her when I woke up alone. I spilled every detail.
Except the part about my heart. And the part about Jean.
I told her enough that she knows I’m not okay. And that Seth and I were fighting. It’s enough for her to understand. There’s so much going on and everything feels like it’s coming to a head.
I want to tell her about my heart, but not yet.
I’m not telling anyone until after the appointment confirms it. I just… I just have to make sure I don’t skip the appointment. Which means Seth’s men will follow me, but at least they’re only following. They won’t know why.
“Did you call him, though?” she asks and I only shake my head, feeling the swoosh of my hair before getting back to the binders.
I don’t answer her question. Instead I confess the conclusion I arrived at after I spilled my guts on the phone to her and sat there alone in a quiet room with nothing to do but think. That’s really what drove me to work. I couldn’t be alone with my thoughts.
“Even if I called him, I don’t know what I would say.”
“Every couple has that moment,” Bethany says with slight dejection. When she shifts on the desk she opens the binder. The telltale creak is the only reason I know she did. “I think getting to that moment is the start of something better. That’s what I think.”
“When did you become an optimist?” I question, pursing my lips when I find the last binder and turn to finally look her in the eyes.
With her hair up in a messy bun, she shrugs. “I like your scrubs though,” she comments and I have to utter a small laugh. We’re wearing matching I love my patients a latte scrubs with little coffee cups all over them.
“You have good taste,” I tell her, closing the binder she was absently fiddling with and placing the third on top.
“I’m glad you’re back. You’re never allowed to leave me again,” Bethany says and pouts. Literally sticking out her bottom lip, which makes me laugh a bit louder than the last time.
“Love you more than coffee,” I tell her, placing a quick kiss on her cheek and slipping out of the room as she moves to find whatever it was that she needed. She calls out to my back, “Me too, but don’t make me prove it.”
It’s nice to smile. It occurs to me that this is the first time I’ve smiled in days when I’m back at the nurses’ station, pulling out the file numbers and testing a pen on a sticky note before opening up the binder to fill out the first bit of information.
“Do you have a pen for the sign-in sheet please?” a feminine voice asks and I peek up. Plastering on a smile, I answer her, “Right here,” and pass her my pen that I know works, opting to grab another.
“Thank you.” With the thinning of her gray hair, the woman’s much older and I think I recognize her as the mother of one of our residents who’s in and out. She’s the mom who smiles to everyone’s face but cries behind closed doors and at the back of empty halls. Even when you find her there, she’ll smile and say she’s all right, when in reality she’s breaking inside.
I know her type and I feel for her.
“Have a good day,” she tells me kindly, setting the pen down and taking in a deep breath as she prepares to go down one of the far halls. They aren’t my residents down that hall. We’re sectioned off but I watch her go, wishing there was a different way. It hurts to feel helpless, even more so when someone you love is in pain or a situation that’s hurting them and they don’t know how to get out.
She wore a dress and rouge for the occasion. Some call that lipstick courage.
I retrieve my pen, since the next one I try doesn’t work and it goes straight to the trash bin under the counter.
The second I drop my gaze to the paperwork, a splash of blond hair catches my eye. The elevators are closing and the woman is off to one side of it, but a familiar chill spreads through me. Recognition mixed with fear and regret flows through my veins.
My lips part as a breath leaves me and I drop the pen, moving to the side of the desk in an attempt to get a better look.
Cami.
I swear it’s Cami.
The doors close before I can fully see her and my deranged self decides to take the stairs, nearly running down the hall to get to the stairwell and therefore her, before she can leave. It’s Cami. That’s my only thought the entire way to the stairs even though I know she’s dead. It can’t be her. It’s not possible, but I feel like it is. I can feel her. As I wrap my hand around the railing, taking each step as quickly as possible, I argue with my sound mind that it’s Cami. There is no logical explanation, but there’s a feeling when someone you know and love deeply comes close to you. You can feel them and it’s her. I know it’s her.
“Excuse me.” I’m breathless as I give the apology, nearly bumping into an orderly as I round the last set and swing myself into the door. I pry it open in just enough time to see her leaving. A gust of wind blows her hair to the side as she slips out of the front doors across the room.
Her name is trapped in the back of my throat as my heart races. Just as the doors close, I call out, “Cami!”
The receptionist stares at me. She’s the only one here and she stands awkwardly as I run past her.
Hustling to get across the reception area, I make my way while avoiding the prying eyes of the receptionist and whatever she’s saying and slam my hands into the door, forcing it open. It’s cold and unforgiving; the leaves have all changed color seemingly overnight. The sky is gray and the parking lot is empty. Wrapping my arms around myself, I walk down the front stairs, searching for her.
I even call out her name again. As I stand there all alone in the cold, I realize it’s the first time I’ve said her name out loud in years. Years.
There are no people, no cars, no lights or sign that anyone is out here.
It’s like she disappeared.
“Are you all right?” the receptionist asks me from behind.
“Of course,” I answer her with my head lowered and look up one last time down the empty sidewalk and then to the parking lot.
“Do you need me to call security or help?” she offers and I only shake my head. Asking her if she recognized the woman proves she doesn’t. She hadn’t seen her come in and didn’t get a good look at her when she left.
When I get back to the nurses’ station, still feeling the cold blistering my cheeks, I check the log for visitors, and I recognize most of them. There are no new names on the sign-in sheet and no one named Cami.
She was here though; I know she was.





SETH
The front door opens with a soft creak. It could have been silent and Laura still would’ve heard. She’s waiting for me.
“Where were you?” The accusation is out of her mouth before she can even lift her head from the back of the sofa to glare at me.
Guilt-ridden, I close the door behind me and toss the keys onto the entryway table.
“With Jase and Declan.”
She grabs the remote from next to her and taps it against her thigh, an agitated sigh leaving as she does.
“I didn’t mean to be gone so long.” I tell her before she can yell at me, “I felt like shit leaving you here.” I felt like shit there, which is why I took so long. The meds work for pain, but I fell apart the moment I sat down at the estate. Sleep and an IV proved useful for getting me back on my feet. I could have done that here, though. Next time, I will.
She doesn’t respond, but her gaze softens at least.
“How are you doing?” I ask as I take each step to her with careful intention.
“Okay… Work was fine,” she answers, flicking off the television in the middle of a scene. If I had to guess, she wasn’t invested in it. Licking her lower lip, she stares at her socks as she pulls her legs into her chest. “How long have you been home?”
“Two hours. I couldn’t sleep.”
“You want me home when you sleep?” I ask her, needing to come up with a solution before she can even finish the complaint. She nods, her chin nestled against her knees. “If I’m not allowed to leave, you should at least be here.”
“I know,” I agree and fall onto the sofa, wrapping my arm around her and pulling her in. “I know. I’m sorry.” The second she settles her head onto my chest, I kiss the crown of her head. She’s still got her arms hugging herself and is in a huddled ball, but at least she doesn’t seem to be angry. Pulling her in closer, I tell her, “I had a difficult time this morning and it lasted a few hours. I had to decompress for a moment and when I did, I realized I lost track of time.”
“Where?” Her question isn’t spoken lightly. “You couldn’t decompress here?”
“I was pretty worked up,” I answer her although I’m hiding a lot of it. I’m still angry. More than angry. The three of those men could die a thousand deaths and they’d still deserve more. The anger I can push down, but damn was I worn out. I felt like death. The doc told me I shouldn’t be pushing it like that, but I have to do what I have to do.
“You can be worked up and still come home,” she says and her tone is less pissed off and more pleading as she peeks up at me. “There’s beer in the fridge.”
Before she can look away, back to the blank television screen, I grab her chin between my thumb and forefinger and plant a quick kiss against her lips. “Thank you.”
Her eyes stay closed for a long moment and she asks before she opens them, “For what?”
“For not being too mad.”
A sad smile graces her lips. “I don’t want to fight. I’m finding it hard to be mad these days.”
I don’t care for how she says it. It shifts something inside me although I don’t know why. “I got you a gift.” I wasn’t going to tell her but seeing her like this, I had to say something to make the smile turn genuine.
“What is it?”
“It comes in the mail, so you have to wait.” The answer makes me feel like an ass and when she rolls her eyes, that makes it worse. “It’s flowers. Every two weeks, flowers will come in the mail.”
“Really?” The interest in her voice and the sweet blush on her cheeks make it worth it.
“Really.” I add, “They had options for the kinds you like and I picked the wildflower type and roses too. I know you like a mix, but you always smile at the roses too.”
With sleep in her eyes, her hair still damp from a shower and wearing nothing but my t-shirt and a pair of short shorts for bed, Laura looks up at me and instead of saying a word, she steals a kiss.
It’s quick and in return I give her a smile; the kind you feel in your chest. That’s all I want. That warmth in my chest, that love from her. It’s fucking everything.
“Better?” I ask, feeling the weight of the world leave my shoulders.
“A little.” She bristles and adds, “I still don’t like being alone here.”
Rubbing my neck with my free hand, the one not wrapped around her waist, I answer her, “I know. It won’t happen often. And you’ll like it here more when you move your things in.”
I anticipate her arguing based on her initial reaction, judging from the small gasp of protest that leaves her and the way her lips part, but she hesitates and then closes her mouth, opting for a small nod. “Yeah,” she says, stretching forward and then standing. “You’re right. I need to move my things in.” Her tone drops, as does her gaze.
I don’t know what to make of her reaction. Something’s wrong and off and I don’t know what. She isn’t right. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Fine,” she says as gets up.
As she makes her way to the kitchen, I see she’s spackled the wall over the hole I punched in it. She cleaned up and that spackle is the only evidence left of anything that started our recent downfall. I hate the numbing prick that climbs over me at the memory of it. I’ll paint it in the morning, getting rid of any evidence at all. Maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s what made her react like that.
“You want a beer?” Laura asks me and when I move my gaze to her, I get a full-on view of her sweet curves as she bends down, opening the fridge and taking out a bottle of ginger ale in one hand and a beer in the other, holding it up in offering.
“Yeah,” I answer, readjusting on the sofa. She could do anything, anything at all and it would be sexy as fuck. But offering me a beer in short shorts has to be at the top of my fantasy list now. “No wine?” I question her as she closes the door with her hip.
“My stomach is messed up. But I’ve got it when I’m ready for a glass.” Her tone is flat and sleep weighs down her eyes. With the ice tinkling against her glass, she sits back down, sipping her drink and passing me my beer.
It’s quiet as we both have a drink in silence. I fucking hate the odd tension between us. “Are we okay?”
“What?” She’s confused at first and I simply wait for her to answer. “Yeah, we are.”
“I just want to feel like we’re okay and something… I want to see you happy.”
“You’re sweet.” She smiles up at me, squeezing my hand. “When did that happen?”
“Guess you’re rubbing off on me.”
“I don’t feel sweet.”
I lean down to kiss her, just once, a small peck, but keep my nose touching hers. “Still taste sweet,” I whisper against her lips. All I’m rewarded with is a small smile that doesn’t last long. “I know things are off right now, but give it time. Everything will be better. I promise.”
“You’re making a lot of promises,” she says and her voice is soft, low, and full of doubt. Doubt that wouldn’t be there if we were as good as she keeps saying we are.
“And I aim to keep every one of them, Babygirl.” That nickname does it every time. Her eyes light up, her lips turn up, everything goes up and everything is better when I call her Babygirl.
It’s only a flicker though and then she falls back into this state she’s in… It drives me crazy.
“Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me now,” I demand.
“I just really want to go back to what we were. What we had, you know?” she asks me and the sincerity, the desperation is too much. Her voice cracks and she closes her eyes as she adds, “Can we just pretend to go back and never go through all of this?” She opens her eyes when I don’t answer and says, “I just want to go back to the very beginning. Back to you being on my porch steps.”
“I never left.” I answer her with all that I have. If that’s what she wants, she can have it and more. There’s an emptiness that she used to fill. Even when I didn’t have her, I could still feel her there. She’s slipping again. I can feel it but I don’t know why.
Her response is somber as she sets down the glass in her hand. “Right, I’m the one who fucked that up.”
“Hey, don’t do that. I’m just saying, I never stopped…” I trail off although the words loving you are there. Right there, but I still can’t say it. Not when I feel like there’s something between us and I don’t know what it is. “I was always yours,” I stress. “Whatever else I am in this life won’t ever hold a candle to that flame. I’m nothing if you’re not there, so I pretend you’re waiting for me at that door. It’s how I got through it and I never left. In my head I was always there, so close to seeing you again.”
I don’t anticipate her crying. She’s not one to be so emotional but the last few days have been heavy and I wish I could find a way to make it right. Fuck, I’m trying. I’m trying to hold us together and failing. As quickly as I can, I wrap my arm around her but she pulls back, resisting me.
Her words are muffled angrily. “You can’t say things like that.”
“Like what?” What the fuck did I do?
“Like your only good side is me, and that you being with me is…”
“What’s wrong with that?” The beer bottle clanks on the coffee table as I set it down. It’s exasperating; I don’t even know why we’re fighting right now. We should be good. She keeps saying we are but we aren’t.
“You aren’t leaving me, right? Because it sure as hell feels like you are.” Panic stricken. As I sit here, I am panic stricken and helpless. When did I become so helpless?
“I asked you to hold me until the end, right?” she asks and her voice gets tight. “That’s all I want. It’s my only wish right now. I just want you to hold me.”
“Then why are you so sad? I’ve never seen you like this. I can feel that things aren’t right.”
She falls forward, her head in her hands and this time when I try to hold her, she lets me. Something is off. Something’s so wrong and I can feel it. I know there’s something she’s hiding.
“Tell me what’s wrong,” I whisper and then add, “I’ll fix it. I promise.”
“I just want you to hold me, Seth.”
“I’m so fucking sorry,” I tell her with a ragged voice. I can’t control the emotion inside of me. It’s screaming that I’m losing her even though she’s telling me the opposite. “What can I do? Just tell me; I’ll do it.”
Seeing her like this wrecks me. She’s not supposed to be sad like this and broken. “I hate myself for putting you through this.”
“It’s not your fault,” she says and shakes her head, even as the tears fall.
“It is my fault. It’s all my fault and I’m so damn sorry.”
She does the opposite of what I expect. She climbs into my lap and holds me. Her arms are around my neck and her head rests in the crook of it. “I love you, Seth King. I love you.”
Hearing her whisper that calms me, but only slightly. So long as she’s hurting, I won’t be all right and it only forces the aggression to build.
“With nothing to fix, what can I do?”
“Just hold me.”
   
MY PHONE GOES off at fucking 4:00 a.m. Laura’s asleep in the crook of my arm and the insistent buzzing won’t stop. My eyes are burning from the lack of sleep, but I scrub them with one hand as I slip Laura onto her pillow. She wouldn’t let go of me. She won’t tell me anything else either.
I’ve never felt so helpless with her.
I’m groggy as fuck and I can barely see as I make my way out of the bedroom and answer the phone although I don’t actually listen to whoever’s on the other end yet.
It’s pitch black in my hallway but the second I get to the living room, the lights from the porch make getting to the kitchen counter easy enough. I lean on it and hear the muted “You there?” from the other end of the line.
“I’m here,” I breathe into the phone, finally lifting it to my ear.
“Are you listening?”
“I am now,” I answer Declan and take in a deep inhale, my eyes still half lidded as I lean against the counter. “What’s going on?”
“You said Walsh told you he looked into you and Laura?” he questions.
“Yeah.” I perk up slightly at Declan’s tone, but I need strong black coffee if I’m going to make it through this. “What’s going on?” It’s hard to shut off the thoughts about Laura and just focus. I can’t get over this nagging feeling that everything is wrong.
“There’s no alert, Seth.” My eyes open at what Declan just told me, staring at the coffee maker with the mug in my hand.
“Walsh said he didn’t know about Laura and me until recently.” I repeat the conflict out loud, “But you don’t have an alert that he searched my name?”
“Right.” He adds before I can ask, “Or Laura’s.”
“So go farther back with the dates on the system.”
“I did that already. I searched for a month. Bethany was curious about you, by the way.”
That part doesn’t strike me as odd. I bet she hates me for putting Laura through all of this too. So long as she doesn’t tear her away from me, she can hate me all she wants. That makes two of us.
“Check his work computers. The computers that aren’t registered. Maybe it looks like someone else.”
“No. No one looked up Laura other than Bethany until Laura was arrested. Not a soul. I wanted to do the search to see if we got any hits. There’s no search for her or any information regarding you that included her.” I’m silent, still trying to process what all this means and Declan keeps talking.
“It hit me a bit ago that Walsh told you he did. He said he looked you up. I never got an alert. He’s lying.”
“Could have been a paper trail?” I ask although that’s unlikely. A chill runs down my arms as I hit the button to brew a pot of coffee. Why would he lie about something like that? It doesn’t make sense.
“No. I looked into the police transcripts in your hometown. Nothing has been moved or requested.”
“Either he already knew or he figured it out without searching online, and if that’s the case, who did he talk to?”
“We have eyes on all our men. We’ve had eyes on Walsh. He hasn’t seen anyone.”
“I know. No one who knows would have told him shit.” I don’t know what to make of it all.
He tells me firmly from the other end of the phone, “My instinct is that he’s lying. I think he knew about you and Laura all along. He went to her work, he befriended her.”
“So he’s playing us?” I can practically see Declan nodding the way that he does before he says, “Yes.”
“And to think I’d just started to come around to him.”
“You’re a liar. You don’t like that prick.” I huff a short chuckle at Declan’s response. Bringing the coffee to my lips, I take a long sip before asking, “So what do we do about it?”
“That’s why I’m calling you. I thought you’d want to take the lead on this. Get ahead of it.”
“Another gift?” I question and make my way to the sofa, taking a seat. Before he can answer, I tell him, “I told you, apology accepted, it’s all behind me.”
It’s quiet for a moment before he asks, “You sure?” Thinking back to the barn, I flex my hand and then crack my knuckles.
“I’m sure.”
“Still,” he says on the other end of the line, “what do you want to do about Walsh?”
“He knows more than he’s letting on. We all do. We keep our cards close. I don’t trust him and I want him gone as quickly as we can get him out of here.” I think out loud, “Marcus is supposedly leaving, maybe Walsh goes with him. I don’t want anything to do with either of them.”
“They both have their sights set on you. The question is, why?”





LAURA
L ife is an oddity when you’re waiting to see a doctor who is, more than likely, going to inform you that your death is coming shortly. The days blur together because every so often time pauses while you remember, and then it goes on, but in the back of your mind you’re caught in that thought.
It’s a constant. I can’t shake it and it’s wearing away at me. To the point where I made the damn appointment, even though I’d rather just hide. I’d rather pretend I don’t know that I have heart failure. Apparently I’m shit at pretending.
“Hey, it’s just a checkup,” Bethany says sweetly beside me and I smile as she pats my shoulder. She does a little circle with her hand and then pats me once more in finality.
“Haven’t you ever heard, doctors make the worst patients… and nurses aren’t much better,” I joke back at her, forcing myself to be the person she knows me to be. That’s the way I’ve been with Seth too. I think they both see through it. I wish I was a better liar for their sake.
The waiting room is virtually empty. It’s just us in the back row of these rather uncomfortable seats, closest to the magazines. There’s a pregnant woman a row up. She’s been on her phone the entire time; her hand is rubbing circles over her belly. It’s calming to watch.
A single laugh is belted out by Bethany in response and then she flips the page to her magazine. “Speaking of that, I need to schedule a checkup too.”
“Ooh, hypocritical much?” I taunt her.
The magazine makes a slapping sound as she tosses it down on her lap. “You look like you’re going to an executioner, not a doctor.”
My smile falls and it happens so fast and honestly that I don’t have time to correct it.
“Hey,” she says and her voice falls gently as she leans in, her hand on my thigh. “You okay?”
“I’m fine,” I lie and at that moment my heart sputters, like it’s scolding me for doing so. I have to clear my throat and pick up my coffee, which is the cue for her to remove her hand. “Just a lot on my mind.” It’s a lame excuse, but Bethany buys it.
“It’s Seth, isn’t it?”
“What?” The word is only a single breath. I can’t even take a sip of the coffee. Why would she think it’s Seth?
“You used to tell me everything. Literally five months ago, you described the worst date with at least decent consolation sex. You’ve been with Seth for like… weeks? And you haven’t told me anything.”
“It’s been almost a month,” I say, correcting her. “He’s not like the other guys. This isn’t a one-off to have drinks over and laugh at. He’s not a date… he’s… he’s more.”
“But you aren’t happy,” she emphasizes.
I’m happy with him. I don’t know how to tell her how wrong she is. “I’ve changed and I know that, but it’s not because of Seth. I promise you.”
“If you don’t want to be with him, don’t. He can’t force you—”
“I love him,” I say, cutting her off. I’m not angry at her; I’m shocked, though. “I’ve always loved him and even though…” I trail off because I don’t even know where to start. Our love story isn’t a straight line, it’s chaotic scribbles on a page. It’s fucked up. “I need him right now. Why would you question that?”
“You haven’t seemed right. Something’s going on,” she presses and I don’t know what to tell her. I can’t tell her the truth. I can’t tell anyone. Not yet. I can’t make it real for them like it is for me.
“Will you give me some time?” I ask her. “I just need time to figure it all out.”
Her smile is small but genuine, and I get another pat too. “Of course.” As she’s telling me, “All the time you need,” a nurse calls out my name.
“All righty,” she says then stands with me and tells me she’ll see me at work. I hate that I’m lying to her and to Seth, or at least lying by omission to hide the truth. I make a promise to myself as I watch her go before handing the papers to the nurse, that I’ll tell them. I’ll tell both of them everything the moment this appointment is done.
I can’t keep lying and pretending.
“Miss Roth?” The doctor is short like me, although her shoes add at least two inches. Cheater. “Right this way.” She’s professional but walks quickly, as if she’s in a hurry. It only makes me more anxious. She doesn’t speak the entire way to the room, which is in the farthest corner of this place, adding yet again to my anxiousness.
“I’m Doctor Tabor.”
“Hi, it’s nice to meet you.” Formalities take precedence although internally all I can think is that it is not, at all, nice to meet her.
“I see you’ve already had your blood taken?” she questions and I nod, my fingers drifting on the small bandage in the crook of my arm.
“I don’t know why it was necessary.” I didn’t ask the nurse when she told me. I was too busy talking to Bethany who looked like she wanted to pry, but didn’t.
“So, I had a look at your charts,” she begins as she’s closing the door and before I’ve even had a moment to sit.
“Yes, I know we’re getting more tests done today concerning my heart condition and I--” I try to speak confidently, remembering that I am a nurse and a grown woman. I can handle this. Before my ass even hits the exam table, she cuts me off.
“I can tell you right now that I can make a firm diagnosis with what we have. More tests will only tell me if your condition has gotten worse in the last week, and quite frankly, I don’t see how it can get much worse.”
All the blood in my body seems to go to my toes. It makes them heavy and numb while my body turns cold. As I swallow, my fingers grip the edge of the exam table and the white paper crinkles under me.
“I see.” It’s all I can say. I suppose sometimes when you get a second opinion, the doctor can be blunt if it’s the same as the first. Even as I try to embrace it and somewhere deep down I already knew, I still want to deny the truth. “So, I’ll need surgery then?”
“A transplant would be best. The walls of your heart are far too thin for a repair. I’m afraid it would tear.”
“Is there another doctor—”
“I am the best heart surgeon there is on the East Coast. I’m confident I can perform a transplant. I’m also confident that there is no other doctor who would agree to attempt to repair your heart knowing very well the damage to the walls of your heart.” She takes a moment and I can hear her swallow before she rests the chart on her lap and adds, “I’m sorry to lay this all on you. I realize it can be a shock, but I assure you, the donor list is your best option.”
“If someone dies and I happen to be a match.” The reality is brutal and it picks at me, bit by bit. The chill spreads, the pain sinks in deeper. I’m really dying.
With her lips pressed in a thin line, the doctor informs me, “Organ transplants happen every day. You are not the first and you won’t be the last. It’s scary and not a guarantee, but we can work on other ways to keep you healthy in the meantime.”
I don’t want to die. It’s all I can think as I sit there. It’s what I’ve been thinking since the first doctor told me. I’m not ready to die. I just got Seth back. And now all of this?
“One thing we need to discuss…” She pauses to clear her throat then continues, “You are high on the list due to the severity of your condition, and how likely you are to accept a donor heart given the rest of your health. However, if a viable heart is selected in the next few months, you have to know there’s a risk to your pregnancy.”
Pregnancy? My head spins at the word.
The doctor continues speaking even though I’m stuck on one word. She’s talking about term and risks and I don’t understand.
“I would know. I would know if I were pregnant.” I can’t remember my last period but I’m on the shot. I’m not at all pregnant. She has it wrong. My head is dizzy trying to process what she’s saying.
“I’m not pregnant.” My statement comes out weaker than it sounded in my head.
Pursing her lips, the doctor picks the chart back up from her lap, flipping over a page, and then she looks back up at me. “Blood was taken at your most recent visit. The hormone levels were indicative of pregnancy. You are in fact pregnant, Miss Roth.”
I can’t breathe. “No, I’m on birth control. I’m not...” My head spins. “When did I last… My gynecologist administers them. I’m on the shot.” I don’t have words.
“Looking at your history, you missed your last appointment for the shot with Dr. Gaffner. You never rescheduled.” Closing the chart, the doctor looks up at me with nothing but an expectant, professional look.
I imagine I look like I’m going to pass out to her. Because that’s exactly how I feel.
I’m pregnant? My hand slips to my stomach, smoothing over my belly. I have a little extra weight on me, but I thought that was only because of stress. I haven’t been working out in weeks and…
Oh my God, I’m pregnant. My eyes widen and all I see is a doctor who’d rather be anywhere else staring back at me.
“You didn’t know.”
“I didn’t,” I tell her with my bottom lip quivering. “I’m having a baby,” I say out loud and somehow that makes it all the more real.
“There are risks,” she informs me, as if breaking the little bit of a happy bubble I’m in. “I’d like to discuss your options for the pregnancy.”
I never imagined I’d be a mother. How could I know how to be one when my own left me the first chance she got?
As the doctor rattles off statistics and possibilities, I ignore everything she has to say. I only have a year but that’s enough time for a baby. Before I left I’d make sure that baby would know it’s because I had no choice.
I cut off the doctor, unable to focus on anything she’s saying. “I can’t decide anything right now, I’m sorry. Would you give me some time?” I’m polite and the doctor although hesitant, complies, leaving me for a moment to simply wrap my head around the fact that I’m pregnant.
Seth is going to be a father. That’s even more shocking than me being a mother.
What would he say? What will he do?
I lied. That promise I made when I walked in here is bullshit. I can’t tell Seth. I can’t tell Seth any of this.
   
IT’S BEEN SO LONG since I’ve been inside a church. I sure as hell won’t be going today either. It’s not too cold in my car as I sit here with the heat on, staring at the stained glass windows. The moment that doctor left the room, so did I.
I got the hell out of there to think. All the white sterile walls and carts… I just couldn’t process it in there. Let alone have a conversation about whether or not to accept a heart when it’s available and risk endangering this baby. At the thought, my hand lifts from my lap to my belly.
“You sure do know how to fuck with someone,” I whisper as I watch a woman enter the church. I’m all the way on the far right side of the parking lot and it may only be six at night, but service is long over and the early evenings of autumn have made the sky turn dark.
My grandmother used to pray. She didn’t do it often, but if she lost something, she’d pray to Saint Anthony, I think it was. I’m pretty sure. She said Saint Anthony helped you find what you’d lost. I don’t even know if that’s a Catholic thing or Baptist. I simply wasn’t raised to be religious.
Yet, when times get hard, I always find myself at a church. Maybe it’s because the graves are in their backyards, or that a church can always be found near a hospital. I don’t know why but I drove here eight years ago when I first arrived on the East Coast and I couldn’t stop thinking about Cami and Seth. The two came together, different kinds of pain. If one left, the other appeared. So I came here, to this church.
Always at night, when it’s most empty.
Once, when I was little and had no idea just how hard life could be, I asked my grandma, “If you lose your way, do you pray to Saint Anthony too?”
She looked at me with a sad smile and crouched down in front of me. She always smelled like peppermints and at the memory, I swear I smell them again.
“When you lose your way, you pray to God.”
A mix between a deep breath and a sigh fill my lungs. I have prayed so many times, and yet here I am, with a faulty heart and now a baby I don’t know if I’ll even be able to carry to term.
Maybe it’s because I only pray at my weakest moments. I’ve only prayed when things were horrible and I had no way out. Maybe that’s why it just gets harder. God is forcing me to keep praying.
It’s a ridiculous thought and I huff a sad laugh as I sniff away the tears that prick my eyes. No more crying.
My phone buzzes again and I pick it up, thinking it’s another call from the doctor’s office but it’s only a text from Bethany asking what my schedule is at work next week. I need time to absorb all of this, so the impatient doctor will have to wait.
It takes me a moment to search through my email and copy and paste my schedule to Bethany as my thoughts travel to all of the details I looked up about pregnant women with heart failure.
Maybe those scenarios are what led me here.
I nearly call Bethany. So many times as I’ve sat here for hours I’ve thought of calling her, telling her everything and then begging her to tell me how I can tell all of this to Seth.
How do I tell him I’m pregnant, but this baby might not make it? Oh, and I may not make it either. How do I tell him I’ve known for over a week now about my heart and that I lied to him?
A light in the car a few spots over goes off and then back on catching my eye. It’s the security detail and I when I see the phone in his hand I wonder if he’s telling Seth. The clock tells me I’ve been here for three hours. I don’t know how. I’ve only been thinking. Apparently I’m slow today.
“Have you been taking all my mental energy?” I ask in a soft voice, that motherly voice every adult female seems to have around a sweet little infant. “Is that why I can’t think straight anymore?” I ask this little bump.
My security detail lowers his phone and the flash of light distracts me again.
The woman is already leaving church, the same one who entered a moment ago. I wonder what she came here for and then I wonder if she has a baby.
I want a baby. That is the only conclusion I have come to repeatedly since I’ve been here. I would love to hold my baby.





SETH
I’m a bastard. Laura can’t even look me in the eyes anymore. She doesn’t want to touch me. She avoids me all the time now. It’s been a week of her doing this and I know it’s my fault.
She’s drifting away from me even though she’s right here. She’s always here but she’s not. It’s fucking killing me. All I can do is check the messages from the security detail on her. It’s gotten to the point where Jase won’t even have a conversation with me if my phone is out.
He can be pissed all he wants. I cannot lose her.
When I get home, her flowers are in a vase on the coffee table. It’s the first sign of life I’ve seen from her.
For a week now. Ever since she went to the doctor. She said she’s feeling sick and that’s all it is, but she’s lying. She goes out, she comes home, she goes to bed.
That’s been her schedule. I’ve fucking had it. Screw Declan and his advice to give her space. It’s obviously not working.
I’m not a fucking fan of space, apparently.
With a bottle of wine in my right hand and Chinese takeout in the other, I shut the door and listen for her.
No sign of her in the house, but I know she’s here.
I call out for her as I lay everything out on the counter. I got her favorites, even the crab rangoon I think is… less than appealing. Crab and cream cheese just don’t work together in my book. The wine was damn expensive and the man at the register said she’d love it. As if he knows her. Still, I got it.
“Chinese?” she says and her small voice comes from over my shoulder. She holds me from behind, hugging me first, which is new, and rests her head on my arm as she takes a look at the options. “Sesame chicken, I call that one.” The smile is genuine and I’m floored. I don’t understand, but she’s acting normal. I’m afraid to breathe or she may go back to the sullen shell she’s been wrapped up in.
“All yours, Babygirl.” I stare down at her as I speak and her response is to lift up onto her tiptoes and kiss me.
It’s a small peck, sweet and short although she lingers a moment longer when I lean down to go in for another. I’m granted a hum of satisfaction and then she’s moving behind me to get the plates from the cabinet.
I don’t miss that when she sees the wine, that bit of happiness falls. Like it was just an act. It’s already gone; the smile, the blush in her cheeks.
A worried look replaces it all and I can see the wheels spinning as she takes her time getting out two plates. One and then the other.
She’s killing time until she has to go back to putting on a show for me. It’s so damn clear and I can’t stand it. It’s eating me up inside, gnawing away at whatever makes me a semblance of a good person.
“What’s wrong?”
“What?” she says as she turns around, her lips parting in shock. Both of her hands grip the counter behind her as she shakes her head. “I’m fine.”
“The hell you are,” I say and I don’t hide the raw pain in my voice. “You think I don’t see you? I know you, Laura Evelyn Roth and I know you’re not happy. You’re not even close to being okay.”
Her sad eyes stare back at me, but the frown on her face keeps her mouth shut.
“I’m trying everything here,” I tell her as I open my arms, the empty plastic bags in one hand and then I ball them up, holding on to them as if they’ll ground me.
She starts to say something but then she looks past me and worries her bottom lip before catching it in her teeth.
“It’s killing me, you know that? I lost you before, but this?” I throw the bags away, which makes me turn my back to her, but only for a moment. “This is hell,” I tell her, the words scratching their way out of me. “It hurts to see you hurting and you pretending you’re not for me.”
“Would you rather I go?” The question is riddled with such loss that even her whisper mourns.
“No! No!” How can she even think that? I can’t breathe. I have to loosen the fucking tie on my neck because it’s choking me. “Don’t leave me. Please. I want to be here for you,” I say, and I am begging her. “Whatever it is that makes you cry at night; you need to tell me. I promise I won’t think less of you or… shit, I don’t know what you’re thinking will happen if you tell me because you don’t tell me anything.”
Her expression crumples but still she doesn’t say anything.
“I know I hurt you—”
“No, stop,” she says and Laura’s hand flies out in front her. Her palm faces me as if to silence me.
“I know I did.” I rush out the words, hating myself. “If I could take it back, I swear to God that I would. I don’t deserve you but it doesn’t mean I’ll ever stop wanting you. I don’t want anyone else to have you and I can’t walk away.”
Her shoulders shake with each shuddering breath. “Stop! It’s not that. Stop. Stop!”
I feel crazy and lost and reckless. Dropping down to my knees, I stare up at her. “Tell me! Please! I’m begging you,” I practically yell but I don’t mean to. Just like I don’t mean for my eyes to turn glossy. “I can’t lose you but I am. I am losing you and I hate it. You aren’t here with me and I can’t be without you. I will do anything, whatever it is. Please, just tell me.”
Breathless and in a hell that is limbo, I watch her. She’s right there, only feet away from me, but she feels so far from my grasp.
Hope stirs when she slowly drops to her knees, never taking her eyes off mine. She crawls to me and lets me hold her. That is my only salvation. It’s the only way I’ve survived this last week; she lets me hold her.
I kiss her hair as I rock her, “Please tell me what’s wrong. I love you. I love you so damn much and I can’t lose you.”
She has to know I love her. I know she already knew, but I can’t let her walk away from me without telling her. “I love you, Laura. Please, let me love you. All I want in this world is to love you.”





LAURA
I will never forget the way he said it. He brought it to life by speaking the words. Seth King loves me. I’ll never let him take it back. He’s not allowed to take those words back. Ever. They belong to me now. I knew he did, I’ve always known, but hearing him say it is something else. Something bigger, something I couldn’t have prepared for.
“I love you more.” It’s all I can do to whisper the words. I cling to him, literally, holding him as close to me as I possibly can.
“Impossible,” he breathes against my neck as I hold him. “I love you so much it hurts.”
Till the day I die, I’ll remember this moment. The moment Seth King first told me he loved me. It pains me, literally, a slamming pain in my chest, that it’s because he thinks he’s lost me.
“I’m just upset.” My ragged excuse leaves me and he doesn’t let me bury my face and hide it. He doesn’t let me get away with it. I can’t figure out how to tell him that if I have this baby, I will most likely die. If I take the heart, our baby will die. If I even get a chance at a heart. I choose our child. And I don’t know how to look this man in the eye and lay all of that out for him. I’ve tried all this week to figure it out but I can’t. I can’t hurt him like that. All he wants me to do is promise I won’t leave him and here I am, choosing to go but in my place, we’ll have a child. He’ll have a baby to love and I… I don’t know what he’s going to say. It will kill me to tell him. I know it will.
“Tell me why, tell me,” he begs me, holding my arms and forcing me away enough that he can look at me.
“There’s a patient and I lost her.” I bite out the quickest excuse I can think.
“She died?”
“No, no. It was because of a court hearing and I’m sad she’s gone,” I say and wipe haphazardly at my face but my face burns with shame and embarrassment.
I can’t look at him. Not in his eyes. I should be better than this. I struggle with everything now. I don’t know what’s right or wrong and all I know is that my happily ever after is so much different than I’d planned.
“There’s nothing else? Nothing else going on?” His blue eyes beseech me and pain is there, the type of pain when you know you’ve lost someone.
I have to tell him. I haven’t had the courage to call the doctor back. I haven’t been able to fully accept it all and what will happen at the end, but I can’t keep it from him any longer.
I feel like a liar. Not even speaking the falsehood nothing else, the lies consume me. I can’t let him live like this. How could I spend this time, this short time left, allowing him to feel like I’m already gone? He’ll know soon. He’ll have to find out. It’s not like I can hide a baby.
So will Bethany. I’ve almost told her so many times, but only to have someone to lean on. It’s been a week and a half and instead of facing it, I’ve hidden. I’m not ready to tell the world and lose this little peace I have. They’ll judge. No matter what I do, it’ll be wrong. I just want to stay here, in this moment, for a little while. Knowing that I have a little life inside of me to love. But Seth should have that too. He should know.
“Seth, I’m pregnant and—” I want to get it all out. All at once. It’s my intention, my plan. It’s the only way I see it getting through to him, the gravity of it all.
He cuts me off before I can say anything else. “You’re pregnant?” Shock lights in his red-rimmed eyes. His light blues shine back at me as they change to reflect nothing but happiness. I’m lost in those eyes. A gaze I have dreamed about for so, so long. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t be so selfish, but I don’t press on when he interrupts me. I let him have that happiness. One of us should truly be happy.
His smile presses against my belly as he leans down, capturing all of me in his response. “You’re pregnant,” he says, no longer a question. The words resonate with gratitude. With his eyes closed, his lips pressed to my stomach, I lose it. I cry like I have never cried in my entire life.
“That’s why?” he asks me even through the smile on his face. “Babygirl, I’d say don’t cry, but that’s why? That’s why you’re so emotional?” he questions although the way he says it, it sounds like he’s convinced himself.
He’s so happy and lost in it, that I nod my head and breathe, “Yes.”
One lie. One lie. I can live with one lie to keep him here with me, holding me, happy and at peace. One of us should have it. His expression is filled with relief more than anything, but his smile never leaves. His handsome and perfect smile.
“I hope it’s a boy,” he tells me, wiping the corners of his eyes with the palm of his hand. “I don’t know what to do with a girl, so…” he trails off and sucks in a calming breath. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him like this. So overwhelmed with happiness. “I’ll be a good dad,” he says quickly when his smile vanishes. “I swear it to you.”
His pale eyes lose their shine for a moment and he asks, “Is that why you didn’t tell me?”
“No, no. I just…” I would say anything to make him smile again. “It was just so early. I—”
I don’t have time to finish because he cuts me off with a searing kiss. Stealing all my fear and giving me a moment with him that I thought days ago, would only be a dream. He only breaks the kiss to tell me he loves me and our baby and that we’re going to be fine. Better than fine.
“We have to get so much stuff,” Seth says as if he’s just realizing everything that comes along with a baby.
My heart is wretched as he looks down the hall, already planning. “We can use the guest room. It’s big enough for all his furniture and toys. All that… the diapers.”
“His?” I joke because it makes me smile and that keeps me from crying. “It’s far too early to know.” Although the look on my face must be torn between the two.
“I thought I lost you,” Seth breathes out. “I’m so happy right now. I don’t know how I could be happier.” There’s only sincerity from him. No fear, no anger, no worries in the least. “Oh my God, I love you so much and now we’re having a baby.”
“I love you too,” I tell him back and both love and hurt radiate through me.
“I promise I’ll be good for you two. I swear to it,” he whispers against my lips and I kiss him as hard as I can, holding him close to me before telling him I know he will.
As he lifts me into his lap, one thigh in each of his strong hands, I squeal in genuine giddiness. In this moment, I pretend. I pretend that I’m not sick. I don’t do it for him; I do it for me.
Because I want this so badly. That other version of us I saw in this room the first time he brought me here, they would be doing this. Right here, exactly as we are. I want that. I want that other life where we can have our happily ever after. A real one with all the bells and whistles.
“I love you so much,” I whisper in the dip of his throat and he’s quick to capture my lips in a kiss before telling me, “I love you more.”
Impossible.





SETH
I leave Laura where she is in the bed, feeling on top of the world. She’s sound asleep after hours of me worshipping her body.
Of all the scenarios I’d imagined, her being pregnant never occurred to me. Not once did I think that she was keeping that from me.
She said she wanted to be sure before telling me. She wanted the baby to be healthy and live past those first twelve weeks. She shouldn’t have had to carry that burden alone.
Never. She never has to carry the weight of anything alone.
The only reason I’m leaving her now is because Declan said his news couldn’t wait.
Whatever it is, whatever he found, it couldn’t wait.
The entire drive to the estate, I think about how I’ve never even held a baby. Not a little thing.
I hope it’s a boy. Although a little girl with Laura’s eyes would make the world stop. Shit, my heart feels like it’s exploding. I went from one extreme to the other, feeling like I was trapped in hell to being lost in heaven.
I can’t stop smiling. Even when I reach the estate, I can’t stop it. That’s why I sit there for longer than I should, and the only reason I get out of my car is because Declan comes out and walks toward me.
“Hey, sorry it took so long,” I start to tell him. Laura wants to keep it a secret, but how could I not tell everyone?
The look on Declan’s face is what finally rights me, what grounds me to the paved drive of this place and the merciless world I live in. He’s deathly pale and there’s not a hint of humor on his face.
“It’s the PO Boxes.” Declan starts talking before I can say another word. He’s got papers in his hands and he looks down to read one before getting frustrated. “Get in,” he says as he gestures to the car and pulls the handle of the passenger side before I can even unlock it.
The car beeps softly, the headlights flashing and by the time I’m sitting in the driver seat, he’s turned on the interior light above our heads.
“It’s been too long, do you blame me for what happened?” He reads the first line of the paper in his hand. It’s not folded but there are creases that show on the sheet.
“What is this?” I question him before he can read the next.
“Letters,” he says and shakes them in his hand. “Walsh didn’t lie to you. He’s been talking to Marcus. Marcus is the one who knew and told him.”
Blood drains from my face and I snatch the photocopies as Declan tells me, “Two weeks ago Walsh went to the PO Box.” He finally sits back in his seat but he stares blankly ahead as I read the lines of letters. Some in Marcus’s handwriting, others in a different style.
One starts Old Friend, the other No Longer Friend. Marcus refers to Walsh as No Longer Friend.
There are dozens in my hand but before I can ask, Declan tells me, “There are hundreds. He stores them there, but none postmarked from two weeks ago. He must have taken it with him to reply.”
“This is how he knew about Laura and me? It’s how he found out about us?”
Declan nods somberly and says, “It has to be. He photocopies the one he sends to Marcus and keeps them together. He’s been doing it for years. It looks like Marcus used to give him information.”
“What? Marcus is an informant?” No fucking way. My head spins with scenarios, including one where the FBI allowed him to get away with murder in order to keep tabs on other men in this world. Men like us.
“No, it’s in riddles. Like he was toying with Walsh and they developed a rapport. Marcus handed over men he wanted to get caught.”
It’s all in riddles and ciphers and we need more time for the rest, but we’ve already deciphered one code. Birds are protected, dogs are men to be killed.
He grabs the papers and flicks through them before picking one and reading.
“It’s heard I’ll lose you soon. Are you traveling far from the woods? The dogs are barking in a way that tells me you’ll leave them alone to roam. Tell me that can’t be true.”
He flicks to another page, the light casting down on his face and illuminating the letters.
“No, no, I’ve only given them the idea, I’m moving the luggage. You know sometimes you must let mutts play in order to determine the breed.”
He only reads small passages of long letters. “He’s not going anywhere,” Declan tells me, his head still shaking as he swallows. “He’s letting the men beneath him think he is in order to see what they’ll do.”
“How do you know?” I question although the puzzle pieces of what he read line up, one after the other.
“It doesn’t make sense otherwise. You know Marcus. You know his riddles and the way he fucks with people. He must’ve sent Walsh a letter years ago and Walsh found a way to write back.”
“We’ve only been through a dozen from the last month, but they talk about us, Seth. They call us birds until months ago. This one,” he says and points to a page, tapping it and making it crinkle in the silent cabin, “this one has to be Carter.”
He reads the first halfway down the page. I know it’s Walsh’s writing. It’s a line that’s highlighted and I can already see the page beneath it has a highlighted line as well.
“I thought you said that bird was a friend? What did the thing do to warrant such hostility?”
“The Beast of a bird went after another, taking a small female. It flies so low; it must think it is truly a dog. I cannot have it in my woods. I told you, only birds must stay.” Moving to the page after, he reads, “I see the list of numbered dogs has changed, what did the one do to have vanished?”
“Numbered dogs?” I question, stopping him from continuing.
“There are numbers at the bottom of every letter, they have to be how Marcus identifies names to Walsh. We haven’t figured them out yet, but between the two letters Marcus sent to Walsh, one set of numbers disappeared.”
“Carter’s numbers?” I surmise. He nods and then continues, switching out the page and it’s another from Marcus. “The female belonged to him; you know birds have good memories. It appears they have mated.” He pauses, looking up at me to say, “He took her, Carter took Aria and it put him on Marcus’s list. But he took it back.”
The wealth of information in those letters is dangerous.
“How many have you gone through?” I ask him and then add, “How did you get these?”
“We broke in after closing, picked the lock, and took copies. It took hours and I don’t think Walsh knows, but Marcus does.”
“How do you know he knows?”
“He left a letter on Carter’s car at The Red Room. He was there. He addressed it, Beast.” Declan swallows before telling me, “He said to tell you to bring Walsh to him.” He glances at the house then back to me before closing his eyes. “It’s inside. You can read it… he calls you King,” he says and brings his palms to his eyes. “He said you would be the one to show Walsh to him. That it’s time the two of them met.”
Declan’s expression is devoid of anything but concern. I’m intimately familiar with his expression. It’s the look you give someone when they’ve been sentenced to die.
“Is that all he said?” He nods once. “Walsh wants to meet Marcus. Marcus wants us to bring Walsh to him. I need to read the note, but I am fine doing it.”
“Seth,” Declan warns, “I don’t trust it. We have information on him, we have intel no one else has ever known. I don’t think he’s going to let you walk away. He could have told Walsh to meet him.” He raises his voice when I shake my head. “He could do this on his own!”
“He likes to see if we’ll listen. You know that. He likes to give a demand and have it met.” This is the last piece of the puzzle for me. I bring Walsh to Marcus, I follow through on my word, and then I leave. I let it all go. For Laura and my baby. This is my way out.
“I have to do this,” I say, cutting him off as he rambles on about not trusting Marcus.
“Marcus has been focused on you. I don’t like it. I don’t like a damn—”
“He has, and now he can have me.”
“You could be walking to your death,” he tells me evenly although his voice cracks. He swallows so harshly I know he believes every bit of what he told me.
“I could be ending this,” I answer him in the same tone. “I need all this shit with them to end. When does he want to meet?”
“Tonight.”





LAURA
“Where are you going?” I woke up to an empty bed. Just as my hand reached out to test if the sheets were still warm, I heard him in the room over.
I don’t tell him I saw the guns. Seth usually leaves with one on his waistband, but he grabbed two more today. He doesn’t think I pay attention but I do. His bruises and scrapes have all but healed, and I get the feeling he’s on his way to get fresh ones.
“Nowhere important, Babygirl. I’ll be back soon. Within hours.”
“How many times have you told me that?” I question him, crossing my arms and leaning against the threshold where the hall meets the living room.
With his boots tied up, he leans back on the sofa. Blue jeans, boots, and a button-down white shirt that’s rolled up to his elbows. The tats on his right arm show and it gets me all worked up.
“Come here,” he says then spreads his legs and pats them. It’s easy enough to go to him; it’s what I want more than anything. “It’s late.” I murmur the protest against his chest as I breathe him in.
Whatever he smells like, I’ll never grow tired of it.
“I know and I’m sorry, I have to do this tonight but then I’m staying in with you. We can be lazy together at night. Shit, we can be lazy together in the morning too.” A charming smile meets me when I look up at him. “I want to be lazy with you,” he tells me and I have to laugh. My shoulders jostle against his chest and I scoot in closer to him, one hand on my belly.
“I’m sorry it has to be tonight. Of all freaking nights,” he says, sounding as exasperated as I feel. “Don’t be mad at me.” He brushes my hair back behind my ear. “I just have something to wrap up,” he answers so casually, but there’s this gut feeling I can’t shake.
Something inside of me is screaming to tell him not to go tonight. I close my eyes and when I open them, the lick of the flames in the fireplace stares back at me. It’s got to be the fear of loss. That and the guilt that I still haven’t told him about my heart. The surgery isn’t guaranteed. I just want to have the baby first.
The first doctor gave me a year. I can have this baby before then. Is it so wrong to keep this secret? Judging by the swell of emotion in my throat and the dreadful feeling that stirs inside the pit of my stomach, yes. Yes, it is wrong.
“Seth,” I say and I almost ask him not to go tonight. I’m so close to blurting out that I need him to stay because I have to tell him something that’s been killing me.
“Babygirl,” he says and his voice is so calming as he repositions me on the sofa so I’m no longer on his lap. The weight of his body rests on his knee that’s beside me and it makes the cushion tilt, bringing me into his body. “You don’t have to be worried. One more night and after that I’m telling Jase I want to ease out of it all.”
“What?” My eyes widen with shock. “I didn’t ask you to do that.” I know who this man is and what his life is. You can’t leave the life. I’d never ask him to. “You can’t just—”
“You didn’t have to,” he stresses and settles down next to me. “I can’t leave, you’re right… but I can back off. Sebastian is Carter’s right-hand man. They get it and with everything going on, it’s better anyway for me to lay low.”
“What’s going on?” I ask him breathlessly, adrenaline picking up. I don’t like any of this. Nothing feels right.
“Nothing you have to worry about,” he tells me as he leans his forehead against mine. “I promise.”
“You make lots of promises,” I whisper with my eyes closed and my hands on his at my shoulders.
“And I’m keeping every one of them. All you have to do is promise you’ll be here when I get back.”
“I promise,” I answer wholeheartedly. It seems hollow in my chest though. Something’s wrong. I can feel it. As if I may not be here. My heart ticks and then thuds. “Seth,” I say and close my eyes, ready to tell him.
“I mean it, Laura. I want to have stability. I can run the bar; I can be here more. I’ll be a good dad.”
There’s so much hope in his voice and it’s more than soothing, it’s addictive. Just the idea of him holding our baby... I want to hear him say it again and again. My breath stills and I lean forward, capturing his lips with mine and surprising myself as much as him.
He smiles when he whispers, “That’s my girl.”
After telling me to go to bed, he says he loves me again. I love hearing it. For years I pretended he’d say it, and now I have it. I make sure the last thing he hears before he leaves is, “I love you too.”
I can’t bring myself to get off the sofa, but the room has a chill. So I search for a throw, but Seth doesn’t have one. I decide I should hire movers tomorrow as I stare at the flowers on the coffee table that obstruct my view of the fire. The first batch I received are beautiful. The size of the bouquet is ridiculous. But damn are they beautiful. There’s a mix of white and pink flowers but what really makes it are the pale blue velvet leaves. I keep wanting to touch them. They’re soft and feminine and smell divine. They’re the only feminine touch in this place.
I’m busy tallying a list in my head of everything to do tomorrow so I can square it away and make a new list for the baby when I drift off, my hand on my stomach.
Sleep doesn’t last long though, because of my phone ringing. I leave it out in the kitchen so I can sleep easy and of course I’d fall asleep here, early in the morning to be woken up at 7:00 a.m. I hustle to the phone charging on the counter and nearly trip from my sleep-induced gracelessness.
“Hello?” I answer it after taking a deep breath. It’s the hospital. No more waiting. It’s time to move forward.
As she speaks, I keep my eyes closed. “Miss Roth, it’s Doctor Tabor?”
“Yes, I remember,” I say and my voice is even and calm. “I apologize for leaving so abruptly. I—” Before I can spit out an excuse, she stops me.
“This is not my first time, Miss Roth. I understand it can be a lot to take on. I do have to stress though, that decisions need to be made. You are very high on the list and without the transplant, I’m not sure you’d be able to successfully deliver.”
“So I need a C-section?”
“Yes, we can schedule one for eighteen weeks from now, but if a heart becomes available before then—”
“Eighteen weeks? I’m sorry, but no.” I’m suddenly very awake. My hand on my belly, I start pacing and ask, “How could we deliver him so early?” I only catch that I say him after I’ve said it. The baby could be a her, but those semantics aren’t important right now. Eighteen weeks? My baby would die. “I can’t be more than a month along,” I stress, swallowing harshly and waiting for an answer in the silence.
“You are far more than a month along, Miss Roth.” The doctor is so sure of herself and I find myself shaking my head, my eyes closed as I brace myself against the counter.
“Due to the high levels of hormones, we estimate that you’re roughly twenty weeks pregnant given the results from your initial blood taken. We could have confirmed it with an ultrasound, but since you left, we were able to confirm with the additional blood drawn at your last visit. The hormones confirm it. Roughly twenty weeks pregnant. I do need that ultrasound though, Miss Roth.”
“Twenty weeks,” I barely speak.
“I assure you, at thirty-eight weeks pregnant, your baby will be healthy. What I need to know is what the protocol will be if a heart is available before then, and Miss Roth, I need to give you my professional opinion. You should accept the heart.”
The memories come back in a rush, starting with the missed appointment. The phone call from Bethany about her sister. “I was on my way in, but a friend needed me.” That was months ago. Five months ago. I missed my birth control appointment five months ago. Next month I would have gotten the alert for the six-month shot. How could I have been so reckless?
I feel faint. I’ve only been with Seth for a handful of weeks. Almost a month.
“Twenty weeks?” I speak louder and again the doctor keeps talking. She doesn’t understand apparently that I can’t listen, I can’t even think straight, let alone comprehend what she’s saying. Twenty weeks is five months pregnant.
Conception happened before Seth.
Oh my God.
The baby isn’t Seth’s.
“I can’t breathe.”

Seth and Laura’s story isn’t over just yet. Their story concludes with
Easy to Fall.





EASY TO FALL
Easy to Fall
Book 4

From USA Today best-selling author Willow Winters comes the epic conclusion to the heart-wrenching, romantic suspense series, Hard to Love.

With her I was always on the highest high. That's why it was so easy to fall.

I never stood a chance without her. The two of us were made for one another. It's as simple as that. The world could try to rip us apart, but it would fail.

Until this.

She told me once that love isn't enough. I never would have believed it...

I won't stop fighting. Not until the very end.





FOREWORD
Two words will help you cope when you run low on hope: accept and trust.

Charles R. Swindoll





PROLOGUE
Laura

They say death feels like falling. You plummet down to the center of a large black hole, blind with nothing to touch. Only a sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach and the rush of air around you makes you aware that the descent is happening. At first there’s a dip in your tummy. The same kind of dip that happens on the road when you drive as quickly as you can down a hill. Like you’re on a roller coaster. That same concoction of adrenaline and dread that forces you to either scream or smile in the face of what’s instinctively fearful. And then it’s gone and you’re simply falling. That’s what death feels like.
It’s funny how similar that description is to falling in love, isn’t it? There’s no controlling it. You can keep your eyes open or you can close them. You can scream on your way down, or you can lift your chin and wait silently for what’s about to greet you on the other side. Your death or a kiss.
Sometimes, it’s both.
One or the other just takes a bit longer to happen, but you were falling all the while.
I didn’t realize I was falling at the time, but now as I lay here, waiting for the end, I can pinpoint the exact moment when it happened years ago. I know the very moment I slipped and tumbled down.
Hindsight is twenty-twenty and all that.
I didn’t even get a kiss when I started falling. One look at Seth King and I was done for. I’ve fallen many times since then, all those little dips that made me both smile and scream. Always for Seth. I guess you could say I died for him many times. But this time… this time will be my last. I know it will.
The difference between the two, love and death, is that you can come back from love. Death isn’t as forgiving.





LAURA
TEN YEARS EARLIER
“ You know you can sit with them if you want,” Cami tells me in between bites of her apple. It’s just us on this side of the cafeteria table although at the other end on the opposite side, two freshmen girls are currently having a heated but hushed conversation. I guess they wanted privacy for their gossip and they’ve planted themselves on the very end of our table to get it. “You don’t have to sit with me when you’re dating Seth.”
I shake my head in disagreement, my gaze moving from the brunette ponytail swishing behind one of the intruders at our table to Seth’s table. Of course it’s his. He owns it.
He smiles when he sees me. It’s slow and charming, genuine too. The kind of smile where wrinkles form around his eyes when he does it. He’s so damn handsome, it’s not fair. How could I ever not want him? There’s simply no denying it. My whole heart wants to beat with his.
That doesn’t mean we have to put a label on it. I know damn well that it will be the kiss of death if we do.
And it sure as hell doesn’t mean I can’t sit with Cami anymore.
“We aren’t dating,” I say, denying what Cami suggests, even as my heart goes pitter-patter in protest. It’s too warm in my chest, with too much commotion going on in there at the mere sight of Seth’s smile. My eyes are caught by his steely gaze. There’s a sense of tension and electricity between us. There’s no use fighting it anymore.
“You’re one of them now,” she whispers, leaning closer to me for comedic effect with no trace of malice, only humor. And it works. I laugh, this ridiculously high-pitched laugh as my cheeks burn and I turn to her.
My lips part to object as I reach forward and unscrew the cap on my iced tea, but Cami doesn’t give me a moment to form a rebuttal. “You hang out at the bar. You play pool with them. They walk with you on your way home.”
“Not the whole way and not always,” I protest.
She tilts her head and makes an expression like I’m being unreasonable denying it and maybe I am. In the last two months, I’ve spent every waking moment with Seth and his crew. And it feels like I belong there, like I was always supposed to be on that side of the room. It’s like they’re my new family. Not by blood but by choice. Cami is my family too, though. Nothing will change that. Ever. We will always be inseparable.
“Semantics,” Cami argues and takes another bite of her apple. She doesn’t bother swallowing before telling me with a nudge of her shoulder, “You should sit with your boy toy.”
“Boy toy freaked me out a little yesterday,” I say. I’m going off script, changing the subject and hiding behind huge news. I’m not sitting with Seth whether Cami’s here or not. It would make what we have more real. And if it’s real, it can be taken away from me. So my ass is staying put.
“What?” Cami’s happy-go-lucky façade vanishes and she quickly glances behind me. “What happened?” she asks lowly, barely moving her lips as she keeps her eyes pinned to mine. I have to laugh, my shoulders shaking gently.
“Nothing bad,” I start to tell her and my stomach does this weird flip that coincides with my heartbeat as I remember last night.
“So I was doing our biology homework last night, you know how there’s that genetics question about kids? Like about what color eyes they’d have if both parents had blue eyes?”
Cami’s in the middle of nodding and taking a sip of water when her eyes go wide, and she whips them to me. “Kids?” she questions, getting right to the point.
Again, my stomach does something strange, almost like it’s cringing. Which is exactly what I feel like doing too.
“He said we’d make cute babies,” I say and blush.
“Oh. My. God. Seriously, go sit with him,” she says, brushing me off jokingly and then laughs. It takes her a half minute to completely change her tone. “You are not allowed to get pregnant in high school,” she reprimands me although there’s nothing but humor there. She knows how driven I am. Still… the thought, even if it was a quick one, of having a baby with Seth feels like the world shifting under my feet.
“As if,” I half-heartedly joke and remember the next bit of the conversation. How Seth laughed, but it was a sad laugh, and then he told me he’d make an awful father.
I bet whatever it is that makes him feel that way is because of his own father. I never knew the man, not really. I only knew of him. Instead of replying to Seth’s offhand remark, I simply kissed him. He told me, “You’re too good for me, you know that?” Which earned him a quiet laugh and another kiss from me.
He’s wrong about that. He’s wrong about a lot of things, but one thing he’s right about is that we would make cute babies.

FLIP, tumble, I willingly fall all the way down…





LAURA
PRESENT DAY
There’s this sick feeling I get in my gut sometimes. It happens when I know I’ve messed up or when I’m highly aware that someone’s going to be mad at me. My grandma told me once it’s something that people-pleasers get. It’s like this churning that’s too deep and low to be due to my stomach but still wants me to throw up. Ever since I got off the call with Doctor Tabor, I’ve had that nauseated feeling.
I still have to go in for the ultrasound for more precise specifics, but the hormone levels in my blood are conclusive proof that this baby is farther along than a few weeks. She’s sure of it. Months. Months and months. Not weeks along like I originally thought.
Suddenly, I’m even colder than I was just a moment ago and the blanket isn’t helping. I don’t cry. I won’t cry even if my breath skips and hitches.
That revolting feeling churns again and I have to close my eyes. I haven’t cried yet but I want to. This baby isn’t Seth’s. Just the thought makes my throat constrict and bitter tears prick the back of my eyes. I’m physically not all right. Not in the least.
Instead of giving in to the harsh need to let it all out in useless tears, I lean forward, picking up my cup of hot tea and take a sip. It’s caffeinated and part of me thinks I shouldn’t drink it because it means I’ll just be staying up that much later. The other part of me thinks I shouldn’t drink it because caffeine isn’t good for the baby. But it’s the only thing in this damn house that I can pretend will soothe me right now.
And that’s all I’m doing. Pretending. Because nothing is all right. Not a damn thing. Rocking back and forth, my mind races and I try to work it all out in my head, but I can’t.
I have an urgent need to get up and go to work. Not because I bury myself there when I want to run away… well, maybe partly that. But also because the answers I’ve been avoiding await me at work. I can reference the dates I went on by checking my old work schedules and I can make use of the equipment for pregnant patients.
I need to know exactly how far along I am. Hate and resentment burn inside of me, knowing I’ve been running all this while. I’ve known for weeks that I was pregnant. Weeks! At the very least, I could have gone in at any point to make sure this baby was healthy. Instead, I was running from the truth and burying my head in the sand.
Seth’s right, I do always run. I fucking hate myself right now.
My hand splays across my stomach as I stare out the window, watching a late-night thunderstorm crack open the sky with an occasional bolt of lightning. I pretend this doesn’t hurt and that I’m not scared. And more than that, ashamed. Ashamed of being a horrible mother to this tiny life that hasn’t even been born yet.
If it wasn’t so cold, I’d slip outside onto the porch and listen to the sounds of the rain beating down on the roof. It’s so soothing to hear. From in here, I can’t hear the rain, and I can barely see it at all once the lightning ceases.
I haven’t felt a single kick. I’ve barely gained any weight at all. In fact, my jawline is tighter than in recent months and my stomach only looks a little bloated. If I’m really months along, I should be bigger. Even as the thought hits me, I strike it down. Women carry differently. Every pregnancy shows differently. I need answers. I need to take care of myself and this baby.
Months. My chest pulses with pain as another burst of lightning rips the sky open. Thunder comes many seconds later. All the while my eyes are closed.
Months of drinking.
Months of stress at work and late nights.
Months of sex with various men. Only seven months ago I spent the night with one man and the very next night with another. Was I already pregnant then? Impossible. I can’t be seven months along. No, no, I can’t be that far along.
I need to know how far along I am and I need to know right now. Because the one thought that’s been screaming in my head feels accurate. It feels right. The baby isn’t healthy. No kicks, no weight gain. Maybe my heart is failing my child.
The tears prick again and this time one escapes and rolls down my cheek. I brush it away, pretending like it didn’t happen and stare out of the window into the dark sky, speckled with blurs of the pouring rain.
I have work this week. Work will have answers. And I’ll schedule every appointment my doctor wants first thing tomorrow. I just need to make it through tonight. I’ll be a good mom, I silently promise my baby. I may fail everywhere else, but I promise I’ll be a good mom.
More tears escape as I hold my stomach and I can no longer stop them.
I don’t know how I’ll make it that long. I can’t take any more. From my heart, to Seth, to this pregnancy and jail. Jesus Christ! I can’t take any more! My heart spasms in my chest and I grip at my shirt, stifling the useless sobs of self-pity. I’ve taken all my medication; I’m doing everything I can, but I can feel myself breaking.
So I do what I’ve done for years now. I pick up the phone and call Bethany.
It rings and rings. All the while I stare out of the window, watching the wind whip across the darkened tree line of pines. Something, anything, please take away this pain because my mind is going to the darkest of thoughts. How could it go to anything else? All my life has ever been is tragic.
“Hey, you okay?” Bethany answers, sounding slightly out of breath, which makes me lean forward, my comfortable blanket falling from my chest to puddle in my lap.
“Are you okay?” I stress, roughly wiping my face and getting a grip on my emotions.
“Yeah, just,” she pauses and breathes out heavily before continuing, “yeah, I was just on the other side of the hall when my phone rang. I didn’t put it on silent like an idiot.”
“Oh,” I say and settle back in the sofa, readjusting my blanket. “You have a minute?”
“It’s bedtime over here, so I’ve got all the minutes in the world for you, love.”
A smile lifts up my lips as I pick at lint on the blanket.
“I just… I have so much to tell you.” A sadness washes over me at the realization that I haven’t told her a damn thing. Secrets kill people. They bury themselves deep down where they hurt you but you can’t feel it until the damage is already done. I should know.
My head falls back against the sofa as I stare aimlessly at the ceiling, feeling a hollowness of regret run through every inch of my insides. I’m always telling her to confide in me, yet I haven’t let a soul in.
No one but Seth. And I can’t tell him this.
“Yeah, I bet you do. You haven’t told me anything,” she answers and sounds of papers shuffling and slapping down on—probably the reception desk—come in through the background. It goes silent for a moment, then she sighs and says, “I feel like we’ve barely talked lately.”
“I just…” I say and trail off, acutely aware I keep repeating this nonsense. I just… I just… I hate it.
“Where’s Seth?” Bethany questions.
“He went out for a bit,” I answer as if it’s a normal night in the King household. Just like any other home. He went out for milk. He went out to pick up dinner. He went out to cache guns everywhere he could hide them and he might not come home. You know, the usual. The dread comes back and I squash it all the way down. There’s too much else for me to worry about.
“Why does everything get worse and worse?” I ask her the rhetorical question, knowing I’m simply procrastinating and being a downer all the while. A thread comes loose on my chenille throw from my picking and I scrunch up my nose then put my hands under the blanket, resting them in my lap instead. Dammit. I love this blanket.
“What’s going on? You’re scaring me,” Bethany replies in a single exhale.
My right hand travels to my stomach as another bolt of lightning illuminates the night.
With my lips parted and my eyes closed, I think of how I should tell her. It’s so much to reveal. My heart. The pregnancy. How far along the pregnancy is.
An inhale, long and deep is what I give her, unable to tell her on the phone.
Why did I call, then? And when did I become such a chickenshit?
“Do you need me to come to you? I can call Cindy in.” Her tone drops, becoming humorous as she adds, “I want to pay that bitch back anyway.” A snicker leaves me.
“I… no. It’s okay. I only needed to hear your voice. Guess I’m feeling a little bit lonely is all.” Chickenshit, chickenshit, chickenshit. Although there is some truth to my statement. I feel very much alone right now.
“I can come right now, no questions asked.” She would too. I know she would. It wouldn’t be the first time one of us has dropped everything to help the other. Although in the past it’s been because of her sister, or my unfortunate choice in men or alcohol, or both.
That’s when the realization occurs. I have Bethany at the very least.
I always knew I could never really have Seth and if this is the last of it, of us, at least I have Bethany and so does this little one.
I should probably tell her about said little one before something bad happens.
“It can wait until tomorrow.”
She heaves in a breath that sounds more like a sigh and says, “All right then. You should know I’m planning on passing the hell out when I leave here at five.”
“Par for the course.” I smile as I respond then take a sip of now lukewarm tea that doesn’t do anything to soothe the ache in my soul.
“Love you,” she tells me and I tell her I love her back.
I’ll go to sleep and ignore these feelings. Tomorrow, when the sun is up and I’m able, I’ll go to the doctor’s and I’ll take it from there. That’s all I can do right now anyway.
   
Seth

MY FATHER always told me to trust my gut. He said there’s something about humanity that tries to make us hide our baser instincts, but it’s those instincts that keep us alive. Right now, I feel sick. I feel like something awful has happened. It’s a hollowness in my chest. Not when I think about Marcus though, and not while Declan talks to me on the way to the corner store to meet with Walsh.
I may be headed to my death right now, but that doesn’t affect me in the least.
It’s when I look down at my phone and see Laura hasn’t texted me back. That’s when I feel like something’s wrong. I don’t know what it is, but I know something’s wrong.
I try to convince myself that she’s sleeping, but my gut tells me I’m a liar. There’s something very wrong. The seatbelt across my chest feels tighter now and I can’t get comfortable in this seat. She was fine when I left. I know she was fine, better than fine, even. Maybe worried but she always worries and this is the end to that.
The bright light from my phone pierces the darkness in the cab of Declan’s car, getting his attention.
Love you, Babygirl. That was sent two hours ago.
“You all right?” Declan questions, turning down the radio station that was already barely on to begin with.
“Fine, just give me a minute.” Thump, thump, something’s wrong. I can feel it.
A quick call to the security team confirms she’s inside the house, safe and sound.
“You sure?” I question Dominic and his confident voice reassures me she’s inside, with no signs of distress. “Do you want me to go inside and check?” he asks and I tell him no. “Thank you,” I say then hang up the phone. She was awake when I sent the text. They confirmed it.
The concerned exhale that leaves me gets an unsure look from Declan. With a fresh shave and a now empty orange energy drink that I can smell from here even though it’s sitting in the console, he’s wide awake and alert. “What’s going on?”
I don’t have an answer to his question.
Maybe it’s just that I’m not ready to be a father. Maybe that’s why I get this feeling every time I’ve thought about her tonight. Maybe I’m not used to telling her I love her and not hearing it back. There’s some fucking karma for me.
“She’s okay, right?” he questions as he readjusts his grip on the wheel. The motion is what I focus on as I shove the unwanted feelings aside.
“Yeah, Dominic said she’s inside still and from what they can tell she’s sleeping.” She probably didn’t see it, I lie to myself. She always checks her phone and plugs it in right before bed. Always. Laura is a creature of habit.
“Are you having second thoughts about this meet with Marcus?” he asks me as we roll by the Rockford Center, the large building and parking lot lit up while everything else has closed down this late at night.
The black leather under my ass groans as I readjust in my seat, staring out the window and listening to the rain beating against the car. The windshield wipers slide back and forth, clearing the way for more battering.
“No, no second thoughts. We need to end this and see what the hell he wants.”
“It pisses me off. For months we’ve been trying to get in touch with him and no response. Then this?” It’s quiet in the car as I stare at him, his anger attempting to disguise his concern. “If we had more time, we could go through the transcripts of their letters and have the upper hand.”
The feeling vanishes at the mention of the letters. And just like that, my phone vibrates in my hand. I love you too. Come home as soon as you can.
She adds a moment later: And in one piece.
I may make her heart skip, but she does something to mine too. There’s a sense of warmth and calm that hits me every time she says she loves me. I think it’s because my heart knows she’s telling the truth. She really does love me.
It’s a fucking miracle that she does. An unjust one at that, but I’ll greedily take it.
That stir of anxiousness leaves me instantly. She’s all right. We’re all right. Damn, when did I become so insecure and self-conscious? Oh yeah, the second she told me I’m going to be a father.
“Guessing your fight is over?” Declan asks, the cocky smirk on his face revealed easily via the light of my phone in the dark night.
“We weren’t fighting.”
“Whatever you say, King.” Declan uses my last name when he replies, which is something he doesn’t usually do. I notice it, but I don’t know what to make of it.
He hasn’t called me King in years.
I note how easy it is to shift my focus back to the point of this drive and tonight. Knowing Laura’s all right, I can put everything into this meet with Marcus.
Declan’s at ease, well as much as he can be. Letting the anger dissipate, he drives with one hand now as we pass the police station. Like the Rockford Center, it’s brightly lit, a beacon in the barren streets.
Declan gives me yet another reason we should push off the meet. “We still haven’t decoded all the letters.”
“I bet that’s why he wants to meet tonight, so we don’t have time to figure out what they’ve been talking about,” I comment, bringing the conversation back to Marcus, to the point of tonight’s venture. It’s far too calm now as we drive straight into the eye of the storm that is Marcus.
“That would make sense, which means technically, we do have the upper hand.”
“Possibly,” I say, correcting him. Absently, I tap my knuckles against the window, thinking back to every piece of information I was able to gather in the letters Walsh and Marcus wrote to each other.
“I wish they hadn’t written the notes in fucking code,” I mutter, pissed that it couldn’t be as easy as simply reading them. Although there are literally hundreds of them, dating back for over a decade.
Declan’s huff of a laugh lacks all sense of humor. “Tell me about it,” he comments offhandedly, lowering his head slightly as he makes a left at the light.
“We know Marcus taunted Walsh at first but then they shared an interest in something.”
“In what?” I question, wanting every piece of information. Declan had more time than I did to scour the letters. I only got a briefing and not a damn bit of it makes me feel prepared for what’s to come.
“Killing a man who deserved it.”
I swallow thickly, nodding. Marcus has always played a part in who lives and who dies in this town. Even Carter acknowledges that. The Cross brothers were never on Marcus’s radar; the two men never had a problem that stirred between them.
That changed when Carter took Aria. That much is clear in the letters as well.
“Walsh said Marcus could have him.” Declan’s comment brings my attention back to him rather than what Marcus wrote about Carter.
“Who?”
“The man they agreed needed to die. It was a case, Walsh’s case and he gave Marcus the green light to murder. That’s when their friendship began and the letters came in more frequently.”
“Right.” I wonder if that’s why Marcus wants Walsh there. “Maybe they’re closer than we previously thought.”
“Walsh said Marcus was an angel of death, a serial killer deciding who would live and die based on what they deserved.”
“Do we trust what Walsh says?” I question Declan, who pauses. The windshield wipers are the only sound I can hear as we wait at the last red light.
“He’s not wrong. He hasn’t lied to us yet either.”
“That we know of. But he’s sure as shit held back.”
“All I know is if Marcus is our moral compass, we’re fucked,” Declan comments.
“We take the train to the warehouse together. We take two trains back separately when we leave.”
“At least your train is first,” Declan says.
Nervousness pricks along my skin as I tap my thumb on my knee. This is it. An end to all this bullshit between Marcus and us. It fucking better be.
I have a child coming. A life I want to live. All this bullshit has to stop or else I know it will end the same as last time. I can already picture her leaving me. I will chase her to the ends of this world, but I won’t let the danger accompany me. I won’t let her be involved.
Marcus was wrong about Carter. He was wrong and he knows he was… it’s in the letters. So he can go back to playing God and leaving us to our own devices. Or else… as Carter said last night, there will be a war.
That can’t happen. Not again. I can’t let that happen again. If it does, I will lose her forever.
“You all good?” Declan asks me and it’s then that I realize we’re here at the train station. “Ready?”
He parks the car on the left side, the tracks in front of us and empty spaces all around us. The night train leaves in half an hour.
A half hour, a twenty-minute ride, and then… it’s the end of all this.
“Yeah,” I answer him, “I’m ready.”





LAURA
It’s cold. I can’t get over how cold it is. It’s all-consuming, the freezing chill. My thoughts stay focused on it even as my surroundings come back to me. The stark white brick walls. The paint is so thick, like it’s been coated a hundred times. The light is dim, because it’s “lights out.” That’s right, I can’t sleep. Not with Jean in here with me.
Shivers run down my spine.  It’s odd how I can’t even focus on her lying across from me in her orange uniform. The one that matches mine.
All I can think about is how cold it is; the thin blanket in the jail cell simply isn’t enough. Anxiety threads itself slowly through the thin fabric, followed by fear. So much fear. I can’t sleep because if I do… she’ll kill me. She’s going to kill me. I know she is but still, my eyes close. I can’t sleep, but terror grips me. Exhaustion keeps me still, fighting against the need to sit up so she knows I’m awake. So she won’t kill me. I can’t die. I want to live.
My eyes fly open, my heart galloping away at the sight of her. Taller, stronger, and more experienced in killing. Who was I to ever think I’d be a match? The terror is so encompassing that when she stands up, the blood dried around her neck and hands, I can’t move.
Run! I can’t. I can’t move.
All I can feel is the pounding in my chest and the frigid cold along my skin.
Scream! Fight! Do something! I can’t do anything, though. I could never outrun this. I was supposed to die a long time ago. I’m living on borrowed time.
My body’s practically paralyzed, everything is so still and I’m about to be a victim as she makes her way to me.
Even when she pulls out her pocketknife, smiling at me, I’m trapped in a body that refuses to move. Her little nickname for me nearly forces me to close my eyes. Sickness coils in my stomach. I hate her and everything she stands for.
I stay still, as still as can be. All the while she waves the knife at me, giddy and proud. I can’t move. I can’t scream. I’m only watching.
Seth. Seth, help me. I cry for him, even when I know he can’t hear me. He can’t save me here. Could he ever really save me? Wasn’t I supposed to be the one to save him… and I didn’t. I failed and now I’m going to die.
I’m alone. So alone. All I’ll ever be is alone.
Miraculously, my hand moves to my lower stomach.
Baby.
The soothing thought is only a word. I won’t be alone. Tears fall down my face and that’s when Jean smiles at me. You can’t keep him, she tells me, taunting me. You don’t deserve him.
Thump, thump. No! Adrenaline scorches my blood as it races through me, challenging the pounding of my heart.
Screaming. There’s so much screaming.
It’s all I can hear. My own voice screaming “no” as she closes the distance. But I still can’t move.
And then both of us scream as she plunges the knife into my belly with one swift motion.

I JOLT awake from the horrible nightmare and nearly vomit instantly. Somehow, I manage to keep it down, although my body shudders. A cold sweat bathes every inch of my skin as I sit straight up, my gaze darting around the empty room. My trembling hand covers my mouth and goosebumps line my skin.
Breathe.
I do just that.
Lift your shirt. See? It’s okay. I go through the motions to prove it’s a nightmare. Even with the fear lingering in my every thought.
It’s only a nightmare.
It takes a long while for my heart to knock it off, and the fear to subside. Even longer to breathe normally.
Jean is dead. She’s long gone. She will never hurt me or my child. Never.
One hand is still clutching the sheet with a white-knuckled grip and the other is protectively laid over my stomach. The light that filters in beneath the door from the hallway is the only light I’ve got besides the clock on Seth’s nightstand. The digital numbers read 3:15.
One breath in and then another. It takes a moment to steady myself, but I do.
Blinking away the little bit of sleep I got, I finally notice that Seth isn’t home. He’s been gone too long. My first instinct is to check my phone and I’m glad I do. He texted me an hour ago saying that there was a delay. A few minutes later, he messaged that he hoped I was sleeping.
“I wish I were sleeping too,” I mumble, rubbing my tired eyes. My shoulders shake with a shiver that won’t quit. Sighing out the frustration, I rip off the covers and go to the bathroom to take my pills. Four of them, every morning, for my heart. And then a prenatal vitamin.
I’ve never taken so many pills in my life. It’s a bit early to take them, but there’s no way I’m going back to sleep. Not after… that.
I wash my face and when I do, the vision of Jean comes back, only this time I’m saddened by it. By the memory of what happened and what I did. I suppose I’m not over the fact that I killed her. With the water still running, I lean my weight forward and rock slightly, gripping the porcelain sides of the sink.
I did what I had to do. And I can live with the nightmares if they’re my consequence. I accept it.
It isn’t the worst nightmare I’ve ever had. It isn’t even the worst thing that’s happened to me, murdering someone in cold blood—it’s not even the most frightening thing. If I just ignore it, the nightmares will go away. I nod at that conclusion. It’s true. I’ve been here before with worse terrors. This isn’t the most horrific thing that’s happened to me and it won’t be the last event of my life that gives me night terrors. Well… so long as I live long enough. A sarcastic chuckle comes paired with an eye roll.
I’m not giving up on my heart just yet.
I’m just not myself. Right now, I am not myself at all. But I’m okay. The baby’s okay.
My thoughts eventually give way to a whispered mantra. “The baby’s okay. The baby’s okay.” It’s the only thing I can repeat that calms me down. The adrenaline, the chills, the fear—it all means nothing because my baby is okay.
My gaze rises to the mirror, where dark circles under my eyes greet me.
I can’t stand to look at them or the redness gathering in the whites of my eyes. I can’t get back into bed either. Not with the nightmare still fresh over the sheets.
One look at the rumpled covers and I have to turn away before her voice hisses in my ear again.
I tell myself I’m just getting tea and then I’ll climb back in bed, but that doesn’t explain why I grab a thick sweatshirt and throw it on over my pajamas. I know my boots are at the door.
I was always a bad liar, even to myself.
I told Seth I’d be here when he got back, but I can’t stay. I need to get out of here. I still have time to catch Bethany before she leaves at five, the start of the morning shift. Work will be slow and I have to tell her.
I’ll bring her a cup of coffee so she can power through this next hour—that last hour is a bitch, after all. It’s always the most boring, just doing rounds on patients as they sleep.
The rain from earlier has stopped, but I still manage to walk right into a deep puddle the second I make it down the porch steps.
“Fuck,” I mutter as the freezing cold water splashes up the right leg of my pants and I curse my way to my car in the cold night. My breath fogs in front of my face and all the while my keys jingle happily beside me.
The radio’s on when I get in my car and I’m quick to turn it down. The car starts with a rumble and I sit back in my seat, digging my phone out from my purse.
I’m smart enough to at least let Seth know where I’m going. He doesn’t get a say in whether or not I go though, given his ass isn’t even here.
I whisper the text as I write it out in my phone, “Getting Cami coffee and going to the center. I’ll be back before six to go back to sleep.” I nearly send him the message when I realize my mistake.
Cami.
I wrote Cami.
Fuck, that pain is sudden and fresh. It’s a familiar pain of loss I haven’t felt in a long time. Fuck. My head slams back against the headrest.
I could tell myself I’m just tired, but that’s not all this is. I miss her. I miss her so damn much with everything happening. Cami would know what to do and how to tell Seth the truth. Damn it hurts and forces more tears to well up in my eyes. I wish Cami were here. “No more fucking crying,” I mutter to myself.
A sharp pain that feels like a knife twisting in my chest makes me struggle to take in a steady breath. My eyes close tight and my neck arches back so my face is toward the hood of the car. I cover my face with my left hand and drop my phone into my lap. “No more crying,” I whisper into my clasped hands. “My baby is okay and I can’t cry because it’ll upset the baby,” I say. Making the bold statement helps me. It truly calms me through and through.
With a shuddering breath, I admit I’m all sorts of fucked up this witching hour, but I change Cami to Bethany and hit send, gathering my composure and continuing with this plan I’ve barely put together in my head.
I pull out of the drive before Seth can text back and tell the men at the gate where I’m going.
There are two men on security duty in the brick shack at the end of the drive. At least that’s what I call it; although I’m sure it’s armored and reinforced to high heaven, I still call it the security shack in my head every time I look at it. With a single look at each other, they decide which one will follow me and tell me to wait until he’s behind me.
Security detail is still a thing, I guess. This time it’s a man named Garett with dirty blond hair that looks charming like it is even though it’s all messed up. He also looks far too awake for 3:00 a.m., but I don’t question it. I only nod and sit there in silence, waiting for him to get the car. I don’t care if Seth wants them to follow me for the rest of my life, to be honest. They can follow me through the coffee shop drive-through that’s open twenty-four hours all they want.
Which Garett does.
Follow me wherever. Just don’t tell me where to go.
The entire ride is silent. My stomach bothers me and it grumbles. Right before the turn to the center, I swear I feel a bump or a kick, but I can’t tell for sure. I hold my breath as I turn in and all the while that I’m idling, my keys still in the ignition, my car still running and the smell of a large mocha coffee and a large hot chocolate still permeating the small space, I wait for another kick.
But the kick, if it was that, doesn’t happen again. I swear I felt it though. A little hope stirs in my chest.
I rack my brain trying to remember when kicks start as I put the car into park, absently noting that there are three other cars parked here. Two of them I recognize as Aiden’s and Bethany’s. Kicks start up earlier for some women, like within two months. Others around four or five months, I think. So that doesn’t do me a damn bit of good.
I fight the urge to rub soothing circles on my tummy as I make my way into the Rockford Center. Mostly because each hand is grasping a foam cup of hot liquid.
Gesturing to the handsome babysitter, also known as my security detail, I motion that I’m going in as he parks his car and I hit the handicap door button on the exterior of the building for the front entrance to open for me.
My memory is shit this early in the morning but I still wish I’d paid more attention to the maternity chapters of all the textbooks I’ve had to read and all the classes I’ve had to take. One thing though that always stood out is that every woman is different, so therefore every pregnancy is different. Which doesn’t offer me any comfort as I take the elevator up. Not a damn bit.
Nerves build in my belly as the elevator rises one floor at a time.
Ding.
The elevator arriving is the only noise on the entire floor. It can be unsettling this late at night, with the hallways empty and the lights on overnight mode, so they’re off until motion is detected. It’s creepy as fuck, to be honest.
Luckily, the main light is always on since someone is always here.
The view of Aiden leaning out from his office is a welcome sight, even if the look on his face isn’t.
With his brow furrowed he asserts, “You aren’t on the schedule for today.” Well, that’s a nice hello.
“I know,” I answer him, shrugging off my coat at the reception desk and laying it on a cleared-off spot free of fall décor and paperwork. The cold still clings to me, so I pick the hot cup back up the second I can. “I just brought Bethany coffee.”
“She should be done with her rounds in a few minutes.” His answer is simple, welcoming even, but his face is still pinched with concern.
“Are you all right?” he finally questions and I give him an honest answer, saying, “I couldn’t sleep and something’s been bugging me that I thought Bethany could help me with.”
I half expect him to tell me that now is not the time, don’t bring personal life into work, blah, blah, blah, but he only nods once and tells me, still leaning just outside his office door, “If you ever need anything, I’m here.” It’s sincere and his tired eyes reflect nothing but genuine warmth.
“Thanks.” The word leaves me a little too quietly and I have to clear my throat before I can say it louder.
With a pat on his door, he vanishes back into his office, the door being left open just an inch. Nosy fucker… The snide thought does nothing but lessen the tension in my shoulders and put a smirk on my lips. I do like that nosy fucker, even if he’s been weird lately. I’ve been weird too, after all.
The moment I pull up an extra chair beside the one behind the reception desk, Bethany’s there.
“What the hell are you doing here?” It’s nearly an accusation, probably the exact words Aiden wanted to say. With her wide eyes riddled with concern, she smiles back when I smile up at her, holding out the hot cup of coffee.
“Brought you coffee and a dilemma that won’t let me sleep.” Inwardly I grimace, remembering the real reason I woke up. I imagine Jean will haunt me for the rest of my life and I sure as hell will never breathe a word of what happened to anyone. No Jean. No nightmare. But this early morning, before the sun has a chance to slip out, I’m telling Bethany everything else.
All the tension leaves her squared shoulders and she eagerly accepts. The clipboard she held in her hand claps down on the desk as she sinks into the chair beside me and takes the coffee with a grateful simper.
With her pink scrubs bunched up her arms, she blows across the top of the coffee and takes a sip. With the steam pouring out of the small opening at the top, it must still be too hot because her sip is short and Bethany’s a girl who gulps down a drink, rather than savoring it.
I fidget in my seat, twisting the chair back and forth and waiting for the right words to come, but they don’t.
An easy hum of satisfaction from Bethany is followed by the easy demand as she says, “Spill it.”
Thump. My heart slams in protest, but I ignore it. It wants to fight everything nowadays.
“I have a heart condition and it’s worse than I ever could have imagined.”
Bethany’s demeanor changes in a blink. Setting her coffee on the desk, she leans forward, the blood draining from her face.
“Okay,” she says, in the tone we use when talking to patients, although fear drowns the neutral word. She looks like she’s about to break down and she expects me to tell her I’m going to die. Which… I would, if I were to be completely honest.
I pick at my nails, feeling this wave of heat roll up my body.
“I’m on the donor list for a transplant because surgery is too risky.”
“Oh my God,” Bethany blurts out and covers her face, her body crumpling in on itself but only for a moment. She’s quick to correct her posture and reach out a hand to me, which I accept. Her hand holding mine, just a little human touch, is everything that I needed.
“I’m not concerned about that as much as something else.”
“What the hell?” Her answer comes out in a single breath. “You need to be,” she adds and she’s harsh with her rebuttal, tears gathering in her eyes and falling just as quickly.
“What can I do?” I say and shake my head gently. “I have medicine, I take it. And now I wait. Why concern myself when there’s something more important?”
Her bottom lip wobbles for a fraction of a second before she rakes her hand through her hair, pulling her hand from mine, and starts listing everything else I can do. “Diet, stress levels, there’s so much you can do.”
“Is there really though? I’m doing the best I can with it, but we both know sometimes it’s not …” I trail off and swallow thickly before continuing. “I promise you, I’m doing everything the doctor told me and praying for a donor match to become available so I can have the surgery.” As Bethany nods in understanding, although I’m not sure she believes me, I watch her swallow and promise myself I won’t tell her the doctor only gave me a year. I’ll lie if she asks. She doesn’t need to know that. I accept whatever comes to me on this front. I’ll do everything I can, but I’ve prepared myself for death before and I can’t run any longer.
“I’m also pregnant,” I blurt out before the sadness overtakes this entire conversation.
“What?” she exclaims and I practically chuckle at the whiplash Bethany just went through.
Her eyes are wide and her expression simply shocked until I tell her what she needs to know.
“I’m pregnant and I’m so happy,” I say although my voice cracks during the last part and I hate it. “Why do I keep crying?” There aren’t tears yet but I swear if they come I’ll be pissed.
“Because you’re pregnant,” Bethany answers as she gets off her chair to hug me. Her embrace is steadying, just like I knew it would be. A safe place full of shared happiness and love.
“All these tears,” I say, wiping at my eyes to keep them from coming and then wiping my hand on my pajama pants. She takes that as her cue to sit back down, although she doesn’t take her eyes off of my stomach.
“It’s because you’re pregnant,” she says again, sniffling and plucking tissues out of the box on the reception desk. She hands one to me and keeps another for herself.
“Oh yeah? Then what’s your excuse?” I jokingly push back.
“Because you’re pregnant,” she says comically, quietly laughing and I join in with her.
After the laughter dies down, the realization slowly hits her. “How is your heart going to hold up with…”
“The doctor wants to do a planned cesarean to avoid the stress of labor.”
It’s a sobering thought once again, but I keep a thin smile plastered where it is. I won’t let this light be dimmed. My baby will be okay. My baby is okay. That’s what matters right now.
“I …” I pause and take a deep breath, hating the next part. “I don’t know how to tell Seth—”
“He’ll be so happy,” she says, cutting me off, so certain that I’ll get to have that part of a happily ever after. She reaches for my hand and I pull away, shocking both her and myself.
“Sorry, it just hurts.” I swallow thickly before continuing. “Because he was happy, when I told him.” Confusion mars her tired eyes until I add, “But I just found out that this baby isn’t his.”
Bethany can’t tear her eyes from mine, not even as she reaches for her coffee as if it will protect her from the uneasiness of this conversation. Tears cloud my vision and prevent me from clearly seeing the shock on her face.
“Do you know who?” she asks and I shake my head.
“I literally have no idea. I always used protection. I may have been a little … promiscuous… but I wasn’t reckless.” The defensiveness in my tone isn’t needed. Bethany’s never judged me. She never would.
“I know you did. I know.”
“I have my schedule from the past few months in the office and I can look through it to see the dates.” She nods along with my explanation.
“I want to tell him but I have to go to an appointment first to make sure everything is okay. To make sure the baby is healthy and find out exactly how far along I am.”
“You haven’t gone to a doctor?” Her question doesn’t hide her shock and how ludicrous she must think this situation is. “You just went. I went with you! You were right there.” I squirm in my seat. There’s that shame again.
“I didn’t realize I was pregnant. Definitely not this far along—”
“How far?”
“I don’t know… That’s partially why I’m here.” I glance down the hall, past Aiden’s office, where I know there’s an ultrasound machine.
I don’t even have to tell Bethany what I’m thinking before she grabs my hand, her ass already out of the seat as she says, “Let’s go see your baby.”





SETH
“He set the meet, he shouldn’t be late,” Walsh mutters without breaking his steady pace. He hasn’t been still since we got on the train.
Nervousness keeps him pacing in slow but steady circles around a staircase in the center of the nearly empty warehouse. It’s driving me fucking crazy. Maybe this is what Marcus wanted… for me to kill Walsh before he gets here.
Letting out a controlled exhale, I slip my hands in my pockets and glance past the iron rails of the staircase to the large, sleek silver doors of the elevator behind it.
“It’s always a warehouse,” I murmur so low, Walsh doesn’t hear.
He stops in his tracks. “What?” The fact that we’re both in suits doesn’t mean shit right now. Exhaustion is evident on his face and I can feel it weighing down my own expression. I don’t have to see myself in the reflection of the elevator doors to know I look like hell.
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I tell him, “Nothing.”
“He’s never made me wait before,” Walsh tells me then takes a few steps, walking closer to the edge of the room where boxes are stacked. “He’s always waiting. I bet he’s here. Just waiting.”
This place must still be in use, which makes me think there are cameras, although I haven’t seen one yet.
I’ve gone over how to phrase everything we need to discuss so that if there are security cameras here, I won’t be implicated if footage turns up later.
I don’t trust Walsh. I don’t trust Marcus.
At this point, an hour past the time agreed upon for the meet, I don’t trust my gut either. It told me to come, and now it’s screaming for me to leave.
“Seth King.” A deep voice booms from somewhere to my right through the barren warehouse. The familiar chill that comes with it travels up the back of my neck.
Marcus.
Just his name irks me, so the sound of his voice feels like someone digging even deeper into a fresh wound. “Finally we meet,” Marcus states, but the voice comes from the left this time. Nervousness travels down my spine, starting at the base of my neck.
“Is that what this is?” I question, keeping my voice even and letting my gaze roam from the left side of the room to the right, slowly going over every shadow and stack of boxes. There are three levels, with the main floor open all the way up to the third floor with a railing along the hallways that line each floor. The building itself is at least thirty feet high. In this tin can of a warehouse, Marcus could be anywhere. “Usually when I meet someone, I see them,” I add, raising my voice and feeling my spine straighten, my shoulders squaring.
The voice, in response, comes from behind me. “Did you really think I’d allow that?”
Walsh turns to face the sound, irritation clear on his expression, not the fear I imagine Marcus intended. I don’t follow suit. My feet stay planted right where they are and I force myself to remain in control. Despite everything he’s done, Marcus is only a man. “Yes.” My voice is strong and every emotion except for irritation flees. “I did think you’d meet me face-to-face.”
Everything Marcus does is deliberate, and I’m sure not showing his face is part of his plan, but also this theatricality with scattering his voice was done for a reason.
“I’m not entertained,” I add.
“Then you’re more foolish than I thought and perhaps I’ve made a mistake.”
“Was it meant to frighten me, Marcus?” I question him, walking toward a pallet of stacked boxes in the corner. There are wooden toys inside of them. Little knickknacks that toddlers would play with. Over here, the light is scarce, making it more difficult for him to see me… I presume. “Or did you want me to be aware that you don’t trust me?” I ask a bit lower, not bothering to raise my voice this time.
As I open a lone box lying behind the stack, I peer at Walsh from my periphery. He stays where he is, leaning against the rail and waiting patiently. Both his hands grasp the rail behind him while he watches the elevator doors.
“Have you done this before?” I direct my question at Walsh, who stares down at me since I’m now crouched. “Come to meetings with Marcus that are more of a show than anything?”
“It’s always a show.” Walsh’s response is easy, although his expression is anything but. I respect the man at least for that.
“I can see you’re frustrated,” Marcus answers, his voice coming from a level above and to my right. The light doesn’t reach that corner. “I never had any intention of showing myself to either of you. You should know that. You are a smart man, Seth.”
“What are your intentions?” I ask. Walsh’s footsteps clack on the concrete floor as he walks closer to me, where he could get a view as well. There’s nothing to be seen from the corner on the second floor, but the next time Marcus speaks, there is no sign of a speaker or any device. It’s him.
His voice bellows down from the second floor as he says, “I have a proposition for each of you, and I’m scarce on time.” He must signal someone, because a thick shadow shifts in the distance. It’s the only sign of movement.
There he is. Still hidden, but there nonetheless.
“You know how to reach me,” Walsh says carefully.
“Our form of communication has been compromised,” Marcus admits from upstairs and Walsh’s brow furrows.
“Isn’t that right, Seth?” Marcus’s voice is accusatory.
“We found your letters, if that’s what you’re referring to.” Heat dances along the back of my neck and my palms itch as Walsh’s gaze moves to my form. I don’t take my eyes from Marcus though. Or rather, where I know Marcus is.
“Where at?” Walsh questions and I answer, still not averting my gaze although I can feel Walsh’s piercing mine.
“The post office.”
“You could have told me on the way over so I didn’t feel like a dumb prick,” he mutters beneath his breath for only me to hear. The anger is temporary.
“We have other ways,” Walsh speaks to Marcus.
“I don’t trust them any longer,” comes the reply. Marcus’s harsh and darkened voice seems… tired, resigned even as he talks to Walsh. He corrects it as he raises his voice to say, “I thought you’d like to hear this as well. It’s quite interesting, if nothing else.”
My pulse quickens as my palms sweat. Waiting for whatever it is to come, still, I can’t hold back a line I’ve been rehearsing in my head the entire silent train ride here.
“You made a mistake targeting the Cross brothers. We know you know that. You admitted it in the letters.”
Walsh peers at me, his head dropping and I note that he stares at the floor as I speak. As if considering what I’m saying, debating whether it’s true or false.
Marcus’s silence urges to me to continue. “They don’t need to be on your list. All we want is to go back to our former relationship.”
“That’s not going to happen,” he says and Marcus’s response only makes my hackles rise. Anger stirs in my blood.
“Then what is it you want?” I question, my voice coming from deep in my gut. “War?” I hate him in this moment. A bloody battle is the last thing I want.
His answer hits me hard in the chest, not just surprising me, but instilling a new fear. “To save Laura.”
“Don’t you fucking dare mention her name,” I say and the sneer leaves me before I can think twice. Fists turn my knuckles white and I step closer to the edge, hating that he’s not on this floor.
“You can’t play God,” Walsh bites out.
“I’m not,” Marcus answers. “God has mercy.”
“Don’t you touch her,” I say and I don’t bother to hide the threat in my snarl.
“I don’t plan on it. Let me explain.”
“Explain,” Walsh pipes up, reaching out for me. Not holding me back, but simply putting out his arm as if to stop me. There’s nowhere for me to go, no way to get to him from here.
A new terror binds me in place at knowing she’s anywhere near this man’s radar.
It takes everything to be silent as my vision turns red.
“You had what I had. On the West Coast, you had control and power. The streets whispered your name like they do mine here. So naturally I had to keep an eye on you.”
He pauses, although I don’t know why or what he expects from me. All I keep thinking is that the moment he mentions her name again, I’ll kill him. I will find a way to kill him.
“It became very clear that you followed her to the East Coast. Laura Roth. Love is so unpredictable. While everything else is… easily controlled.”
“I’m warning you.” My voice is barely contained. A deep-seated fear of losing her takes over. It claws at my stomach, tearing up everything inside of me. I don’t let it show. Not an ounce of it. But I can’t react either. I can’t speak or else he’ll hear it. He can’t know.
“I want to save her.” Marcus repeats what he said before and my head drops.
A sick, twisted smile lingers around the threat that leaves me, keeping the words steady as I say, “If you kill her...”
“I won’t.”
“Is she a target? Who’s going after her?” My voice holds nothing but a menacing tone. All I need is a name.
“You should talk to her,” he says and Marcus’s easy response angers me even more. “Seth, she isn’t well.”
Questions race in my mind while emotions run through me. Is it a threat? Is that what this is? Does he know she’s pregnant? Does he think there’s something else going on with her? What the fuck does he mean by, “she isn’t well?” My mind races and I can’t stop it from going to the darkest of places.
As if reading my mind, he speaks, “It’s more than her pregnancy. You’ll see.”
“You’re lying.” I hiss the response and oh so subtly, Walsh nods in agreement with me. His gaze is fixed on the spot where Marcus remains hidden.
“She’ll tell you. I have faith that she will.”
“Fuck you!” I can’t control the chaotic response and Walsh grabbing my wrist is the only indication I have that I’ve stepped forward once again. “Stay away from Laura,” I warn Marcus while shaking off Walsh’s grasp.
“I have a way to save her.” Marcus’s voice is calm and at his admission, Walsh’s expression turns quizzical. He stares into the darkness as I glance between the two of them. “And I promise you,” he says, his voice becoming easy, like it was earlier with Walsh, “I have no intention of going anywhere near her or hurting her.”
The pounding of the blood in my ears calms me. Save her. I would beg on my knees for him to save her if I truly thought he could. Or that he would. Or if she truly needed saving.
“I see you’re skeptical,” Marcus says, “but I’ve made the gathering of valuable information my life’s work. I see everything, even things I don’t care to see.” He practically whispers the last line.
“What do you want from me?” I question him, my eyes narrowed.
I can practically hear the smile in his voice as he says, “I want you to owe me something.”
“Tell me what you want,” I say, pushing for him to get on with it.
“Walsh,” Marcus says in a way that causes chills to roll down my arms, “this is where it gets interesting.”





LAURA
“So… if the baby isn’t Seth’s?” The small room is far too sterile for this conversation. “How do you think he’ll react?” she says and I take in a deep steadying breath.
Bethany gives me a moment to think up an answer, glancing between me and the tall machine in the room with the monitor that I can’t take my eyes from.
The ultrasound gel is being warmed up, the machine is on and a textbook is open next to the keyboard on the desk for Bethany to reference.
I answer honestly, “I don’t know.” I genuinely have no idea how he’ll react. But I know it’ll crush the happiness he had. I’m all too aware of it.
Laying my head back on the small and thin disposable pillow, I listen to the rustling of the paper under my ass. I opted to take off my pants and I still have my shirt on, just lifted. Aiden better not come in here or he’ll get an eyeful, that’s for sure.
“I’ll have to go through the dating apps I had and the schedule I kept to even narrow down who the father is.” My throat is tight at the confession and shame forces my eyes closed. “I should at least know that before I tell him, I think.” I nod with my eyes closed, as if agreeing with myself. “I should know everything before I tell him.”
Bethany doesn’t agree with me and neither does the pang in my chest.
It’s quiet for a long moment and in that time I envision the conversation. I can barely stand the imagined sight of his sadness and disappointment. He wanted this. He was elated when I told him. My throat gets tight and I have to open my eyes to stare at something else, anything else. I can’t take this baby away from him. It’s going to hurt him. No matter the details, I know it’s going to destroy him… and us.
“Okay, hold on.” The sound of Bethany flipping a page in the textbook makes me turn to her. “You know we could wait for Sheila to come in tomorrow?” she says, but she doesn’t take her eyes from the book.
“I don’t want anyone to know until I know.”
Insecurity runs rampant on Bethany’s expression. “It’s been so long since I’ve done this and I don’t want to fuck this up,” she practically mumbles.
“Just do it. We have to hurry anyway before Aiden realizes I stole you away.”
“Cindy can cover for me. She should be here any minute now.” She stares at the textbook, reading something rather than looking at me and my pleading expression for her to hurry the hell up.
“Cindy can’t cover her own ass.” I keep my tone light and so does Bethany with her response: “You’re not wrong.”
My chuckle is silenced by the squeeze of a bottle and gel plopping onto my exposed stomach.
“I think there’s a bump,” she says and Bethany’s voice holds a hint of awe as she stares down at my tummy, now covered in goo.
“You’re going to regret that if all of this is a mistake and I’m not really pregnant.”
Neither of us laugh because she puts the transducer right beneath my belly button. Neither of us do anything at all other than stare at the monitor as the black screen turns to white streaks that resemble the waves of an ocean as they crash on the shore. The wand moves to the right and still nothing. There’s no little blip. No sign of life and fear cripples me.
There’s no little sac, there’s nothing.
Not until the wand is moved to the left and at what I see, my hand reflexively covers my mouth.
“There’s the baby.” Bethany’s sweet voice is all singsong and happy and I can’t say anything at all. I’m too choked up.
My eyes burn with happy tears at the sight on the screen. I can’t think of a single time, in my entire life, that I’ve ever cried happy tears. Not until today.
There’s a flicker on the screen. A little tiny one right where the heart would be and it’s in tune with a steady rhythm that comes through the speakers.
“It sounds like a little train,” I whisper, listening to the chugga, chugga, chugga, chugga that is so steady and perfect. So perfect. Please don’t have a heart like me, little one.
With my bottom lip unsteady, I get hold of my bearings enough to ask Bethany, “Is that you moving the wand or the baby moving?”
“That’s just me. It looks like the fetus is sleeping.” Bethany’s eyes are glossy, but she keeps it professional. Still she whispers, “You’re having a baby.”
It’s okay that there’s no movement yet. Everything’s okay because of the chugga chugga. Even so, I want to see him or her move. Some other sign. I want all the signs, if I’m being honest. Every sign in the world that this baby is okay and I didn’t unknowingly hurt him or her.
Just like that, the little baby moves. He—or she—moves. I see it!
“Maybe that was a kick?” Bethany questions, obviously as thrilled to see the leg jolt like that as I am.
“I can’t feel it.” I shake my head.
“It’s different for every pregnancy and mother. There’s nothing wrong with that,” she says, ever reassuring.
“I know, I know.” I can’t look at her. I watch my baby all the while. I barely even register the word until she starts moving the wand again.
Mother. She referred to me as a mother.
A tingle spreads down my skin and I can’t move my eyes away. That’s what I am, a mother. My head lays back, easier this time, waiting to see if the baby will kick again. I can see the legs, the arms, the big ole head and forehead. There’s a little baby, a little life, inside of me.
Bethany never stops moving the wand and I wish she would hold still over his or her precious face. I want to see my baby. My first thought is that I want to see if the baby looks like me or Seth.
That sudden pain is a fast blow to my gut. I force it down and away though.
“That is the skull, we have a skull forming.” I’m grateful for the distraction in Bethany’s observation. I don’t want anything to steal this moment from me. I’m having a baby. This is a happy time. I want my baby to know I’m so happy to see him or her. All I want this baby to feel is loved. Regardless of how fucked up I am.
“There are each of the sections of the skull…” Bethany’s professional tone catches me off guard until I realize why she said it.
“Okay, so how far? How far along when the skull forms?”
“I don’t… wait, let me…” Bethany doesn’t refer to the textbook but instead continues to scrutinize the screen. “There’s no yolk sac so you’re more than ten weeks along.” She’s just rattling off facts.
But that’s a fact that hits home.
Ten weeks. There’s a dull thud in my chest. That confirms it. Seth hasn’t been back in my life that long. Plain and simple. I was pregnant when I got in that car with Laura and saw him for the first time in years. I was already pregnant.
Even though it kills a piece of me, the piece that let him hold me in the living room, pretending we were a happy, perfect couple, I stare at the monitor and force myself not to feel the pain from knowing this isn’t Seth’s baby. My baby is okay.
“Do you want to know if it’s a boy or a girl?” Bethany asks, quickly moving the wand from wherever it was positioned so I can’t see for myself. As if I could tell what’s going on down there. The rotation I did for maternity went by in a blur and the only thing I learned is that I didn’t want to work in maternity.
With a quick sniffle to shake any bad or negative energy away, I nod and say, “Yes. Yes, I want to know.”
She moves the wand just slightly to the right and the picture on the screen changes. At first I see a little foot, the tiniest little foot and all five toes. Then a leg, followed by both legs and a lean tummy.
“See that?” she asks and I shake my head but don’t respond verbally. I’m still in awe that there’s a baby in me.
“Boy,” she says softly and gently.
“Are you sure?” I question her and then the pain hits again. Seth wanted a boy.
“I’m positive,” Bethany answers and I smile. Genuinely.
“I’m having a baby boy.”
I’m overwhelmed with so many emotions. There’s a calmness in seeing my baby boy and knowing he’s there and from what I can tell, healthy. But I don’t know how Seth will react and that discomfort, that anxiousness, that fear of losing him—it all lingers over the small bit of happiness, tainting it.
“There’s hardly any fat.”
“What?” I question Bethany’s comment.
“That’s in the book. It’s in here.” The excitement from Bethany isn’t contagious. Maybe we’ll be able to tell how far along we are. There I go again, my mind picturing Seth with me through all of this… “Hold this.”
I obey Bethany and hold the wand as still as can be over my belly.
The second I take it, my little boy touches his face. I saw it and I can see each little finger as he does it. My heart swells with the kind of happiness that also makes it ache.
“Did you see?” I whisper the question but Bethany didn’t see. That little movement was just for me.
Bethany talks to herself, turning over a page then turning it back again instead of answering. I don’t blame her. I hope she’s close to knowing.
“He’s a little shy of a foot long.” Her exhale is loud before she tells me, “I think you’re around twenty-two or twenty-three weeks. Definitely not twenty-five weeks because he’s not tall enough.” She sounds so certain.
“What if he’s just short?” I ask her, remembering how my grandma used to tell me how small I was as a baby. I was a teeny tiny preemie.
“Umm, I don’t… there’s also… I don’t know for sure but there’s not a lot of fat on him like in these pictures and that’s around twenty-five weeks.”
“So more than twenty-two but less than twenty-five.” So somewhere around June. I have to take my phone out to double-check. But it would have been a date in June. I can’t even begin to think back that far, but I didn’t go on many dates at all this summer and the double-dipping I did was in April or May. That’s what Bethany called my two nights back-to-back with two different men: double-dipping. Technically I was the one dipped, but either way it doesn’t matter. I imagine it won’t be hard to figure out what fling led to this little blessing.
Then there’s the matter of telling the man… and telling Seth.
“Is that something you can live with?” Bethany asks me and it takes a moment for me to understand what she’s referring to. Weeks along: twenty-two to twenty-five.
“Yeah.” I don’t skip a beat before asking her, “When is it safe to deliver?”
“Thirty-seven weeks… some say thirty-eight.”
“What if I get that heart in?” The questions tumble out of me.
“You need to see your doctor.” Her tone practically scolds me as she takes the wand from me, taking another long look at the baby. My little prince.
“I will tomorrow.” I will do everything right starting tomorrow. Every appointment, every pill. Whatever I have to do.
“It’s almost five a.m. love, so you will today, but probably after a nap.”
“Right, I will after a nap. I will today.”
“How far along did your doctor say you were? Based on the hormones?”
“She said twenty weeks.”
“Okay so maybe I’m wrong… but I mean… he’s way longer than ten inches.”
“Maybe he’s just tall then?” I make a joke but it sounds sad.
“Well make up your mind, is this little one going to be short or tall?” Bethany brightens the joke a bit while she cleans the gel off my stomach. “Just go to see your doctor.”
“I can do that,” I offer, those emotions still coming in waves but now exhaustion weighs them all down.
“I’ve got it.” She balls up the tissues and then flicks off the machine. “I’d print you pictures but I don’t know how, so... go see your doctor later today. Promise me.”
“I will. I just…”
Bethany grabs my hand, squeezing it until I look her in the eyes. “I’m here for you and for this little blip.”
“I know.”
“But you have to tell him.”
“I know.” This time when I tell her that, I practically whisper because I don’t want to tell him.
“Do you think he’ll be mad?” she asks nervously, although she tries to hide it.
“I think it will devastate him.” I swear to God I’ll scream if I cry, but that’s exactly what I feel like doing.
“What if… no. No, you can’t lie to him. I’m a fucking awful person for even thinking that,” she says then shakes her head and I let out a small sad laugh.
“I was thinking if it was anywhere near the date, I’d lie. I’m awful too.”
“The truth always comes out anyway.” She offers me a hand to sit up and I take it.
“Just tell him the truth already, get it out so it stops stressing you out.” She emphasizes, “You don’t need that stress. Neither does the baby.”
“I know. You’re right.” My head feels light when I sit up and I have to take a moment to steady myself, crinkling the paper under me.
“You hid from him for how long? You can’t hide this.”
I would say “I know” again, but… well, she gets it.
Bethany questions me, “You think he’ll leave you?”
“I don’t. I think it’s going to hurt him, though. And make him worry about…” I can’t even voice it. Me running. Because it’s what I always do and why would I stay if I’m pregnant with another man’s baby?
Bethany guesses my fear. “He’ll think you’ll leave him?” I can only nod. “Will you?”
“No.” My answer is so firm it’s nearly ripped from me. “I’ll find out who the father is and then he can be a part of his life or not.”
“Seth isn’t going to like that.”
“I know, but that’s what’s right, isn’t it?”
“I think so.”
A moment of silence passes, with nothing but the clock ticking in the background. We have to get going, but I can’t move yet.
“I don’t know how I can look him in the eyes without telling him but I also don’t know how I can tell him this.”
“Well, you have to tell him and if you think it will be less stressful for you, you could write it out now and give it to him. You could call him and let him know. So there’s distance.”
I still can’t answer her.
“There are options and you know the less stress right now for you, the better.” She puts her hand on my stomach and I smile faintly. “This baby has to cook a bit longer.”
“I can’t believe I’m pregnant, much less this far along.” It’s crazy. Life is one crazy journey.
“Well that’s probably a blessing. Looks like you got to skip out on the morning sickness and went straight to the honeymoon phase in the second trimester.”
“Right, the horny phase. And to think I thought that was all Seth’s doing.” I have enough humor to roll my eyes. “Although I really haven’t been eating. I just thought my stomach was messed up.”
“Why don’t you just call him? Let me check out, make sure Cindy is here and I’ll stay with you,” she practically begs me. “I’m here for you. You call him, and I’ll be right here by your side. That way this is done.”
I manage to get off the table, imagining calling him to tell him. I won’t have to see the devastation on his face and it’s selfish, but it’s also a relief. A slight one, at just the thought of ripping off the Band-Aid, so to speak.
“Is that okay? Do you want to try calling him?”
I can only nod a response.
“Good. We can hide in here,” she tells me over the sound of her balling up the paper that was on the exam table. “Just give me a minute to check out and I’ll be back.”
All the while she’s gone, I think about how I’ll tell him.
I’m going to start it the way I want to finish it. I love you more than anything. My hand instinctively moves to my belly, wondering if that will hold true. I speak out loud, imagining his reaction to every word. “I’m not leaving you, unless you want me to.” The third statement comes out stronger than I thought possible, due to the way it fucking kills me.
“I couldn’t sleep tonight, because the doctor called after you left and told me something.”
I stand there, alone in the room, and I say everything from the news about my heart to how far along I am. When Bethany comes back, I say it all again, crying through most of it. And leave it all on voicemail because Seth doesn’t answer.
I’m all right with that. I’ll be home soon. At least I said it all.
I might be with him when he listens to it, but at least he’ll hear it all.
It doesn’t make me feel any better, though. It doesn’t help shield me in the least from thinking my world is crumbling apart.





SETH
The early morning sun peeks out over the horizon as Declan’s car drives away, the image of the train station reflected in the rearview getting smaller by the second.
“You going to say anything?” Declan asks with a hint of humor, but the concern drowning in his gaze and the way he keeps glancing at me even though he’s driving and the light ahead is green, says otherwise.
My throat is tight and I clear it, but the unsettling feeling is still there. I can’t even look him in the eyes.
“I can’t.” My eyes feel heavy and the strain of it all is weighing me down even more. “He made me an offer, and it involves silence.” That’s a lie.
“An offer for what?” Declan questions and I let my eyes close as my head falls back.
It can’t be true. It hurts too much to even think about it. Laura is all right. I want the videos from the projector filling the high walls of the warehouse and everything he showed me, to be made up. Just a cruel trick. It can’t be true.
Rubbing at my eyes with my fist to rid them of both the need to sleep and the sight of what Marcus showed me, I try to answer Declan.
“It involves Laura.”
I can feel it happening again, just like it did when I was a teen. The feeling of my world slowly falling apart until there’s nothing left but pain and anger. It’s happening again.
I lie to Declan, staring straight ahead as the light moves more quickly over the skyline and say, “I can’t tell you.” I give him a bit of the truth though and add, “I don’t even know if he’s telling the truth.”
Marcus never said a damn thing about keeping secrets. But what he wants from me… I can’t tell Declan. I can’t tell anyone.
“He threatened Laura?” Declan’s tone is a mix of pissed and troubled. His grip slips on the wheel and he stares at me instead of the road.
I shake my head, unable to voice anything as the images come back. I don’t want it to be true. Swallowing, I prepare to give Declan any bread crumb I can, but that involves speaking about Laura… and I can’t. Not until I talk to her.
The vibrating of my phone in my lap spares me the sorry excuse I was going to give Declan.
It’s her. It’s my Babygirl. The image of her face fills up the screen as the phone rings and I know I can’t answer it. Not here. Not with Declan listening.
I imagine she’s upset with me. She woke up and I wasn’t there. I told her I would be and I wasn’t.
“You going to answer that?” Declan asks, his voice sounding concerned.
Again, I only shake my head. Still holding the phone, unable to let go, but unable to answer just the same.
“What can I do?” he offers and that simple kindness nearly breaks me.
“I don’t know yet,” I say, finally answering Declan honestly. I’ve never felt so lost and helpless. “I have to ask Laura something.”
I don’t know how I’ll even get it out of me. The questions and the accusations are caged deep in my chest.
I feel hopeless, but worse than that, like a traitor. Like I don’t deserve to live.
It’s silent all the while in the car, up until we park and I notice Laura’s car is missing.
It only takes a second to go into my texts and read them. Shit, my heart couldn’t beat for the second spent thinking she’s already gone.
“I can’t leave you like this,” Declan says, giving me the side of him I know too well. The true friend I have in him.
“I’ll be all right,” I say, lying to him again and I know it’s a lie as I pull the handle of the door, letting the wind whip at me as I climb out of his car.
It’s not until I’m inside that I listen to the voicemail and completely break down.
   
THE SICK FEELING in my stomach that I had before meeting with Marcus is back full force as I stare at the cup of coffee on the end table. The smell of black coffee invades every inch of space as I rest my elbows on my knees and wait. I can’t move off the chair in the living room. I can’t drink the coffee even to stay awake from this brutal night.
All I can do is sit here and wait for Laura to walk through the door.
I believe everything Marcus said after listening to her message.
Her heart. The baby.
She didn’t tell me the timeline though. She kept so much from me.
My head falls into my hands as I do what I’ve done for the last half hour. I wait for her.
Everything is wrong. It’s all wrong. It’s not supposed to happen like this.
I shouldn’t have to make a deal with the devil to keep her alive. I shouldn’t be this helpless and at his mercy. Not over this. Not like this.
I’m supposed to be able to protect her and keep her safe. I have so many regrets. Too many to count.
The churning in my gut intensifies when I hear a car door shut out front.
My heart breaks slowly, but it still beats. I don’t know how it’s possible to still function when I know damn well that it’s shattered.
There are two things that keep me upright. Two things that prevent me from falling to the ground and giving in to the pain like I did eight years ago when I thought I’d lost Laura forever.
 
	She still loves me. She told me she did.
	Marcus’s deal.

I might hate myself for it, but if Laura gets to live, I’ll do it. I will do anything to save her.
My phone moves from my left hand to my right when the doorknob on the front door turns. Anxiousness creeps up my throat and suffocates me.
The small creak of the door opening fills the room and then she’s there, my gorgeous girl. It takes everything in me to stay where I am.
She freezes in the doorway, her gaze caught with mine, but the howl of the wind behind her releases us from the moment. The clicking of her boots is all I can hear until she shuts the door, keeping her hand on it and her back to me to speak.
“You got my message?” she asks even though she already knows.
I flip my phone in my hand and do everything I can just to breathe. “Yeah,” I answer her. “Come sit here.” I give her the command although my voice isn’t as strong as I’d like it to be.
The hollowness in my chest seems to grow, the vacant spot filled with agonizing pain.
Laura sniffles at the door, the tip of her nose bright pink but I’m not sure if it’s from the cold or from crying. My poor girl.
Her keys fall onto the foyer table and she kicks off her shoes, leaving them there. Taking her time before coming around to the living room, glancing at the black coffee that’s probably cold by now and not a sip has been taken.
Her blue eyes are glossy as her bottom lip quivers. “Are you…” she starts to say before pausing as she slowly takes the seat on the sofa catty-corner to me. The crack in her voice keeps her from getting it out.
“Are you...” she tries again to question me about something and fails as I sit up straighter, still on the edge of the chair and waiting for her to get it out.
Her long lashes flutter as a silent sob seems to make her breath stutter. “I love you,” she whispers as her expression crumples.
I can’t stand her like this. I can’t take it. In a quick single motion, I take all of her. One arm slipping under her ass and the other around her back. I’m on the sofa with her in my lap before I can think twice.
She’s warm and soft in my arms, so fragile as I hold her.
With her head laying in the crook of my neck I whisper the only thing I’m sure of against the shell of her ear, “I love you too.” Holding on to her as tight as I can, I rock her as she tries to stop crying.
I know the feeling. I understand her when she says she hates crying. I wish I hadn’t cried either, but I can hold it together for her. When she needs me, I’m so much stronger than I am without her.
“Shhh,” I murmur, rocking her back and forth, grateful that I’m able to just hold her finally.
Time passes, and I wish we could fall asleep right here, and wake up to find last night was just a nightmare. A fucking horrible nightmare.
I know better than to pretend though. Bad things happen when we pretend we’re all right.
“I want you to tell me everything,” I say, speaking calmly and softly.
“Did you listen to it all?” she asks me, her lips brushing against the rough stubble on my neck with her question.
“I did.” Three times and nearly a fourth, but I don’t tell her that extra information.
She’s still in my arms, her chaotic breathing steadying with each deep inhale and exhale.
The sound of her licking her lips steadies me, preparing to do as I ask. Her not running from me… that steadies me even more.
“I need a transplant for my heart and this baby is further along than we’ve been together.”
“Five months,” I cut in, very much aware.
“I think so. I’m going to make an appointment tomorrow.”
“Good, schedule everything. I want to go with you.” I don’t give her the option to say no; it’s not a question. And thankfully, she doesn’t object. I’m on edge wanting to take control but knowing full well that I lack it in the ways that matter most.
“I should have told you everything. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t look you in the eyes and tell you. And I’m so sorry.”
“And the baby?” I don’t even know what my question is.
“I didn’t know that until you left last night.” Her knees dig into the sofa as she leans back, the words spilling from her lips quickly and she finally looks me in the eyes. “I didn’t know how far along I was… I’m sorry… I just…”
I kiss her before her voice can hitch again and before fresh tears fall from her wide eyes. Her lips mold to mine, her hands slip around my neck and she holds on to me as tightly as I hold on to her.
The kiss deepens and that’s her doing. Her desire and her need make a deadly concoction as they stir to mingle with her sadness. I’d get drunk on that taste every night if I could.
When she breaks our kiss to breathe, her chest brushing against mine, I whisper, “I love you.” I’m drowning in the heat between us.
“I love you too.”
I have to ask her before I lose the nerve, before the moment is over. I need to know. “And the father? Are you going to tell him?”
She didn’t mention him at all in the message. I imagine she’s unsure who he is, but I’ll damn well know before the sun sets tonight.
“I’m going to tell him when the baby’s here.”
She holds my gaze, and hers is mixed with uncertainty as she confesses, “I think he deserves to know.”
I nod in agreement although that’s not at all what I think. I lie to her like I did to Declan and say, “As long as you want me there at your side, then the world can throw whatever it wants at us, because I know it’ll be all right.” I don’t know if anything is going to be all right. All I know is that I made a deal with the devil and I pray he keeps his word. All I can do is pray and I hate it.
I can hold her all the while though. Every moment I can love her, I will. Her message was very clear about the condition of her heart although she neglected to mention that she’ll likely die within the year and that if she doesn’t get a donor transplant, she most certainly will.
“Go the bedroom and get undressed,” I command her, again not giving her a choice. And again, she’s agreeable, kissing me hurriedly as if afraid I’ll change my mind and then she slips off my lap.
I miss her warmth instantly, but she has to go without me. I need a moment. Just one to forward the message to Declan and then text him to listen to it.
And then I listen to her again.
I’ll need his help to find out who the father is. I add in a message, that Marcus knew. That this is what Marcus told me, which isn’t a lie, but Marcus told me much more.
The floor creaks and that’s when I see Laura’s come back.
“Are you okay?” Laura whispers, drawing my gaze to hers as she stands in front of me, her legs between my knees. I nod into the palm of her hand when she cups my chin.
“I just need a minute, Babygirl.” She rewards my whispered response with a kiss and I tell her to go. That I’ll just be a minute.
Hate is so much easier to hold on to than any other emotion. And that’s all I can think as she leaves me.
She’s mine, not his.
This baby is mine, not his.
I text Declan as I listen to Laura’s feet pad softly down the hallway: Find out who Laura dated five months ago. Go through her texts, her emails, the dating apps on her phone. I want to know everything about him.





LAURA
I love him with all my heart.
Every piece of it beats for him.
My hands tremble as I undress, taking more time than it should and I know that, but I can’t stop picturing him there, his shirt unbuttoned at the collar, his broad shoulders hunched over with a dejected look on his face.
I’ll never unsee that look in his eyes, like he was questioning if he still had me, if I was still his, and desperately needed to know.
Because he wants me still. He loves me still.
And I’ve never needed to feel that more than I need it now.
The door behind me creaks open just as I unhook my bra. It hits the floor just as I spin to face him and before I can move or speak, he’s almost on me, closing the distance between us in three broad steps.
His strong arms wrap around me as he gathers me up, capturing my squeal of surprise with his lips in a kiss. I can’t hold him close enough as my arms wrap around his broad shoulders. They only stay there for a fraction of a second before I tear at his shirt, needing it off and desperately needing his skin against mine.
I’ve never felt so close to him, yet so far apart at the same time.
I need more of him and all of him. I want him to surround me and consume me until I am nothing but his. Protected and loved and cherished.
My kisses devour his, but somehow he does just the same to me.
Although it all feels reckless and desperate, he lowers me to the bed as if he has full control. Of course he does; he is so much stronger than I am.
The thought reminds me to tear at his clothes, a button popping off as I do and neither of us care.
In a single motion, Seth parts from my embrace, removing his shirt with one hand over his head and tossing it somewhere behind me.
“On your back,” he groans, the depth of his dark gaze stirring with a fire that burns me, singeing my core.
I watch the cords of his muscles tense as he removes his clothes, and then he crawls up the bed to where I’m lying. He slowly inches up my naked body, kissing and nibbling which sends both a chill and a thrilling wave of heat to descend over my body. He takes his time, teasing me while my nails dig into the sheets, desperately holding on to patience. I want him now. To say I’m in need would be a profound understatement.
I suck in a breath before his lips press against mine and in that same moment, he enters me. A swift motion that brings about a stinging pain just as much as it brings an all-consuming pleasure.
His pace is set before I can breathe. His grip on my hips, pinning me in place.
He only stops kissing me to moan in the crook of my neck, “I need to get lost in you.” And with his deep voice and rough cadence, raw with need, I feel myself clench around him. Already the heat of the act dances along my skin, from the tips of my toes all the way up my body.
My blunt nails dig into his back, not piercing his skin, but holding on to him for dear life as he rocks himself in me all the way to the hilt.
It’s all too much, but that’s the only way Seth ever is. Too much, all-consuming. It’s the only way he’s ever been and I’ve never been so grateful.
As the pleasure builds inside of me, I stare in the reflection of the dresser mirror, watching his powerful frame as he moves in deep, controlled strokes.
He’s a sex god, a man I was never supposed to have. And he takes me with a force and a need that’s undeniable. He may be getting lost in me, but I’ve forever been lost in him. And that’s all I want. I would happily roam the earth for all eternity not knowing a damn thing other than what it feels like to be loved by him.
As his pace quickens and my climax gets closer and closer, I pull my eyes away from our reflection, my neck arching with a need to pull away from the intense feelings.
“Don’t,” Seth scolds me, forcing me to keep my eyes open and stare into his gaze. “Don’t stop watching now,” he says in a single breath that sounds too easy compared to the cold sweat growing along every inch of my skin. He groans, the sound deep and sexy as he props up my left leg so he can enter me even deeper. “This is my favorite part.”
With that confession, he pounds into me. His hips piston and a scream tears through me. The pleasure blazes up my body as I cum, but he doesn’t stop. He fucks me harder and more ruthlessly, our reflection only adding to the intensity of the scene before us.
I scream out every time I cum on his cock and he rewards me with nips and sucking along my neck.
He fucks me like he owns me. He makes love to me like I’ve always been his.
And I love both ways I get to have him, because I love all of him.
When we’re both breathless and spent, my body weak from his touch and my heart soothed from him whispering he loves me as he leaves kisses on my neck, he lays beside me, his arm protectively draped over my body.
With my back to his chest, I stare at us in the mirror, loving how we fit together so perfectly, but feeling the pain of uncertainty sneak in between us.
There’s so much I don’t know about how we’ll get through this.
“Everything’s going to be okay, right?” I whisper even though I know there’s no way for him to know. Somehow, I convince myself that he could know. He could make it all right if he wanted to. Because he’s Seth King and he has always ruled my world, my thoughts. He is my fate.
“Of course it is, Babygirl,” he answers me and kisses my neck before telling me to sleep. His voice doesn’t have the confidence I hoped for. I snuggle closer to him and tell him, “I love you,” thinking that I need to make sure I tell him every day, just in case it’s our last day together.
“I love you too,” he says and his answer soothes me, threatening to lure me to sleep with a wonderful dream. But a truth I’ve known for far too long keeps my tired eyes open, staring at his in the mirror.
If only love was enough to make all this all right…





SETH
I feel fucking sick. Like that kind of ice-cold tingle that travels along your skin, but your face is burning up type of sick. I hope I vomit on his cheap knockoff shoes.
That’s what this prick is. A knockoff. He’s no one.
He’s no one echoes in my head as I stare back at him, watching the sweat bead on his neck.
“So you own this place?” Declan asks Jim. Jim Howard. This spineless prick sitting in front of me knocked up Laura.
Squirming in his seat, he puts a false smile on his face. He knows who Declan is, he recognizes our names. He’s a pussy, a limp dick. God I hate this bastard. I hate him with everything in me.
I hate the color palette of this rinky-dink shop. Home Brew Coffee looks like every other coffee shop that exists. Except there are rows of bagged ground coffee lined up on shelves to buy. There’s a bell above the door. Generic paintings of coffeepots on off-white walls. And red metal chairs around six small tables. Like the one we’re sitting at right now.
He clears his throat and starts to say, “Actually,” but the one word cracks. He’s nervous, jittery, and Declan leans forward, calmly telling him to relax. His crisp suit, fresh shave and charming features make this douche look even more like a pile of shit.
How did she even find him all the way out here? It’s hours away. Oh, right, that was his doing. To keep her at a distance and every other hookup he has.
I wish I could reach across the table and smash his face in.
His smile turns more firm and he nods as he says, “Actually, I own it with my wife.”
That right there. That hot prick of nausea comes back to me. That’s why I hate him like I do.
“Your wife?” I question him, keeping my voice as even as I can although my grip on the glass of ice water tightens to the point that it’s strained. Everything is so fucking hot as I sit across from this sorry excuse for a man.
He only nods. It’s all he can do.
He can lie on his dating profiles. Give a half-real name with a barren social media profile he made up. And cheat around on his wife while texting his friends about it so they’ll cover for him.
“That’s right,” Declan says and nods, speaking before the man can do anything but glance at me and then back to Declan. “I did see that on the lease.”
A full background check and hacking into his phone took less than two hours.
“She’s pregnant, right?” I question him, my throat so tight I’m getting light-headed.
Every document Declan handed me this morning I wanted to tear up and shred. I haven’t felt pure rage like this in a long damn time.
How could she have been with him? My Babygirl with him?
All loathing aside, he’s decent looking, though there’s nothing remarkable about him. Physically he’s more built than average, with a nice-enough smile and charming way about him. It’s the charm that hides the asshole side. I know the type.
He told her he had a business, which he does, but the online coffee sales barely break even every year. Even this small-time coffee shop, where he really makes his money, is failing. What the hell did he say to her that led to the two of them in bed together?
I imagine he lied. Because that’s what pricks like him do. They lie.
The mental image of Jim and my girl is what I see when the bastard responds, “He was just born. Nine pounds and healthy.”
“Congratulations,” Declan tells him, his smile nice and even. It relaxes the man, and I watch as the tension in his shoulders visible lessens. Like he’s genuinely happy he had a son.
I don’t expect the other emotions to creep in. The jealousy, the pain and agony. It makes everything in me tense and tight.
He had a wife, he had a baby coming. And he risked losing it all for a “fuck night,” as he referred to it in a group message to his friends.
Fuck him.
I swallow down the unwanted emotions with a gulp of water.
“See, I was just wondering,” Declan says and his tone changes, lowering as he hunches forward. It takes everything in me to just sit here. Simple as that. Just to stay seated, I am at the edge of my sanity.
His cock was inside her. Did she even get off?
I can’t stop fucking wondering. Pissed off and brokenhearted is a strange combination. Jealousy disgusts me. And yet here I am, jealous of this piece of shit.
“Your profile, the one you’ve been using to see some of the women around here, it says you’re single.”
I can hear the prick swallow, the sound giving me slight relief. I want to see him choke on his fear.
If Laura knew, she’d hate herself. She’d blame herself for sleeping with a married man. I know she would.
“If I…” Jim pauses and throws his hands up in a defensive gesture as if he’s being robbed and I turn to my left, just enough to see the young woman at the register pausing as she cleans the glass coffee mugs.
“Maybe you should go to the back, sweetheart,” I tell her and give her the hint of a smile that narrows my eyes. When she glances between me and Jim, I add, “Nothing to worry about. Just asking questions.”
I surprise myself by how easy it all comes out. I don’t feel a hint of that ease inside of me.
The conversation pauses as the woman leaves the main room, hesitating at the doorway to the storage room.
“We’ll only be a minute, promise,” Declan reassures her although she doesn’t take her eyes off of her employer, whose eyes are pleading.
“Look man, if I slept with someone I shouldn’t have, I swear I didn’t know.” His plea tumbles out followed by heavier breathing.
“Relax.” Declan keeps talking, giving him a false sense of reassurance. “We’re just confused. We want to know what kind of guy you are because we’re moving a little closer and wanted to get the lay of the land is all. You’re not in any trouble with us,” Declan says and motions with his thumb for emphasis.
The fuck he isn’t. I keep my thoughts to myself, though. I’m still not able to speak.
“So you’re a married man with a baby.”
“Three kids now. Two are in school and we decided to do it all again.”
Three of them. I can’t stand this man, so how could I be jealous of him? I hate him. I hate everything about him.
The clock on the far wall ticks steadily with every second that passes and I have to stare at it instead of him.
“But you get some side action,” Declan questions easily.
My thumb moves in a steady motion across the beads of water on the outside of the glass.
“Yeah,” Jim says and leans back, breathing out. “It’s just a release.”
Crack. The glass in my hand breaks out of nowhere. I only gripped it for a fraction of a second. The glass lays in pieces on the table, the water splashing.
Adrenaline races through me.
Just a release. Laura was “just a release.”
“Sorry about that,” Declan says and I can barely hear it over the ringing in my ears.
Just a release.
“My friend has a strong grip.”
My gaze falls to the prick who just referred to my Babygirl as “a release” when he speaks. “I can see that.” The nervousness is back, the jitteriness is evident.
Declan places a hand on my forearm that’s under the table, keeping it down. With my free hand I make a fist and lay it on the table, not bothering to clean up the small bit of blood that’s there.
If I move, I know exactly what I’ll do.
I’ll lay into him. I envision it as Declan and he make small talk. I picture slamming my fist against his mouth. The mouth that got to kiss her. He was able to be with her and that’s what he refers to it as? A release.
Every time he looks at me, I hope he can see what I want to do to him. Judging by the way he averts his eyes the moment our gazes meet and how he turns paler and paler, I think he knows.
“Give us a minute, will you?” Declan asks him kindly. He sounds so friendly, but even with all that ease he gives to the man across from us, Declan grips my forearm harder, silently letting me know what I’m feeling.
It fucking hurts. It feels like my chest is cracked wide open and this bastard did it.
The second the man is behind the counter, I storm out of there, shoving the door open. The harsh wind and bitter cold greet me, chilling me to the bone and I’m thankful for it.
Thankful for anything to dull this pain and this heat that’s suffocating me.
“A release,” I finally speak as we get to the car. My muscles are bunched, my nostrils flaring when I get in the car, barely taking anything in as my vision goes red.
My voice trembles when Declan takes his seat, the driver’s seat. “A release. That’s what she was to him!”
I can’t control my temper or the way my chest heaves.
“First, don’t fuck up my car,” Declan says and I whip around to face him. A humorous smirk is waiting there for me.
It dulls the edge of it all, but only just slightly.
When I fall back into the seat, a hand over my eyes, my palm pressing slightly to try to calm myself down, he adds, “He’s a prick. He’s a liar. But you have to think, what did he mean to her?”
“She was ‘a release’ to him,” I say dully, swallowing the bitter pill before looking at Declan.
“And what was he to her?” Declan repeats, carefully with emphasis, and his hand lands on my shoulder in a way that’s meant to calm me, to get through to me.
But all I can see is that bastard fucking my girl.
“She’s going to have his baby.” The words choke me as I say them.
“You know how it is. Laura’s a smart girl; she never messaged him again. He was just a release for her too.”
My voice raises, the anger showing with a spiteful tone, “Well all that’s changed now, hasn’t it?”
It’s silent, apart from the sound of the wind howling so loud and commanding outside that it rocks the car. I rub my hand down my face, trying to rid myself of the need to do something about what he did to her. How he lied to her and used her.
“I want to go back in there and beat him to death,” I confess to Declan although I stare down at my shoes, the black leather impeccably polished and shined. They’re expensive as fuck, but they feel like nothing. I feel like I’m not worth a damn thing compared to that prick.
Just the sight of him makes me feel like I’m nothing. Because it’s his baby. He has what I so desperately want. If he wanted, he could have a family with her.
“I hate him too,” Declan finally answers me, his hand patting my back as I stay hunched over in the car. “You want to kill him… fuck him up? Whatever you want, I’m here for you.”
I nod. Yes, that’s exactly what I want.
“But think for a moment about what he was to her,” he implores me. “He doesn’t mean anything to her.”
“He gets to be the father of her baby.” The second I speak the words, I hate them. I want to take them back and do everything I can to keep that reality from happening.
He got his release, so as far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t get to have anything else. Anger is blinding me to reason.
“Block him everywhere and erase it all.” I give the command to Declan and add, “She won’t be able to find him. Their only contact was through that dating app. He’s the only one she slept with that month, so she’ll know it was him when she looks at her schedule. Block him everywhere. Erase him from her life.”
As Declan takes in a slow breath, his expression falls. He doesn’t agree with my decision. I can see it written on his face.
“He can’t be in her life or I’ll kill him,” I say and wait for Declan to look back at me before I hold his stare. “I will kill him. I know I will.”
Pulling his hand back, he scratches the side of his jaw like he’s thinking, right before telling me, “Don’t take her control away.”
My head shakes as I release a huff of a breath. “I’ll do it myself then,” I say and the words sound spiteful as they come out.
“Seth. Listen to me,” he says and his tone begs me. “She wants to do the right thing. She always wants to do the right thing.”
“I know.” I can’t stress it enough. “I know who she is. I know what kind of person she is.” I’m pissed and I can’t not be pissed because all that’s left for me otherwise is the hurt.
Declan keeps his voice low and calm as he says, “I’ll make it so she can message him and it’ll show as seen but he won’t ever see it.”
With the ringing in my head it takes me a moment to absorb what he’s saying. She can message him, but he won’t see it. He’ll never know. He won’t be able to respond. It’s what he fucking deserves. “Can you do that?”
Declan nods as a car drives by us and that’s when reality sneaks back in. It’s fucking cold and we’re having a therapy session on the side of the road in a parked car.
“I can,” he tells me and I sit up straighter, clearing my throat and focusing on getting my shit together.
“He’ll be out of the picture then,” I comment, feeling lighter and more relieved than I imagined I would. There’s still her heart to worry about, but one problem solved makes all of this feel like it could work. I can keep her and my baby.
She’ll still love me. She won’t leave me.
But then that leaves me with Marcus’s deal.
“I’m getting my guys on it now,” Declan says although it’s a question more than anything.
“Yeah,” I answer him and then clear my throat. “Yeah, thanks man.”
I picture her staring at the screen and not getting a response and it fucking kills me because I know it will hurt her. “She’s going to be wrecked by it.”
“She just wants to do the right thing,” Declan says, disagreeing with me. He doesn’t know how emotional she is, though. She’s strong and smart, but emotions rule her every thought and action. “She can do that. She can message him still.” Even though he’s talking to me, he’s texting. Sending out demands for all this bullshit.
I’m barely hanging on, the anger’s got nowhere to go and all I am is fucking wrecked.
My voice is tight and my words crack when I tell Declan, “I waited too long.”
The truth hurts. It’s brutal and unforgiving. More than that though, it’s deserved.
“What?” he says then looks up and at me. His eyes on me beg me to look at him, but I don’t. I can’t. There’s a prick in the back of my eyes and I feel like a little bitch. Licking my lips, I take in a deep breath, expecting that to make it better, but it’s worse.
“He’s what she had. A release is all she had.” I barely get the words out and I ignore Declan when he reaches out to comfort me.
“I could have been there with her. I was so close for so long and I could have been with her.”
“Hey, man, don’t—”
“She’s dying and that’s what she had,” I say, cutting him off as tears cloud my vision. She’s dying.
I can fix this problem named Jim Howard, though. I can get rid of the man who didn’t love her but has a rightful place in her life. I won’t allow that. I can’t.
This baby is mine and so is she.
But I can’t fix her heart. I can’t fix that; I’m so damn helpless.
“I waited too long.”
Marcus’s promise, his deal, whispers darkly in the back of my mind. He swears he can save her. He promised. He’s willing to make that deal.
Declan’s still trying to console me when I say, “I have to tell you something.”
Fate’s a bitch though, choosing this exact second to make his phone ring in his hand.
Pulling me from the moment.
“Get it,” I tell him and then stare at the window, pretending like everything isn’t still crumbling around me. “This can wait.”
It can’t.
None of it can wait.
Marcus will want his answer soon. And time isn’t on Laura’s side.





LAURA
“So good news and bad news,” I start to tell Bethany. The hot chocolate on the table smells divine and with how tired I am, I’m going to need another one in no more than thirty minutes after I suck this one down just to stay awake for this shift.
In the last ten days, I’ve had every test done and every checkup imaginable. The days have blurred to the point where all I can see is Doctor Tabor’s face during the day and Seth’s at night.
“Spill it.” With her coffee in hand she stares at me, waiting expectantly. She’d look very commanding and badass if it wasn’t for the puppy dogs on her pale blue scrubs.
“So the good news,” I say and pull out the slippery paper with the black-and-white image on it. The one with my baby boy’s perfect little face as he sucks his little thumb.
My insides turn to warm goo every time I look at him. “He’s perfect,” I tell her and the smile on my face is infectious.
“And beautiful,” Bethany adds, taking the paper and staring at it.
It’s quiet for a moment as we both pretend we’re not emotional wrecks still. We don’t talk about my heart and when I feel it racing, I just keep it a secret. I don’t want them to worry, but both Bethany and Seth tiptoe around me whenever I go quiet. It is what it is. A baby will really throw a wrench into being a hard-ass like I used to see myself. So instead of telling them that my heart feels like it wants out of my chest, I tell them I thought the baby was kicking. That always makes them smile. I would so much rather them smile and celebrate with me, than be scared … like I am. I’m so damn scared I can barely function.
I have to tell someone though and Bethany is the someone who can handle this.
“What’s the bad news?” Bethany asks, handing me back the photograph and opting to hold her coffee with both hands.
“That copy’s yours,” I tell her and force a smile but it wavers. Clearing my throat and staring at the large clock to the right of the elevators, I tell her, “Because I won’t accept a donor organ or surgery until it’s safe for the baby, my placement has dropped on this list.” The air leaves my lungs and said heart does a quick race, pounding against my rib cage. It does it every time I think about it, but I’m quick to look down at the picture. “I accept it,” I tell both of them. Both Bethany and my little one. “I accept waiting to make sure this little one makes it out healthy.”
There’s no response but I can feel her gaze on me. It’s too damn quiet this late at night. The ticking from the clock is all I get so I pick up the cup of cocoa to have a drink, only to find it already empty. I must’ve sucked it down without realizing. It makes a hollow sound when I set it down on the front desk.
“I’ve thought a lot about it, Bethany. I choose the baby. Please don’t ask me not to.” I have to whisper the last statement. I know that’s what Seth would do. Seth would want the heart as soon as possible. He wouldn’t risk another day. But this baby isn’t ready and I don’t want to live if it’s at the expense of my child. I want to give this baby everything and I choose to start right now with these days, however many of them I can give him.
“What did the doctor say?” she asks.
“She said it’s not wise.” As I speak, I mimic the way the doctor said it. As if I was supposed to answer with absolutely no emotion and only logic. “My heart does more work as the pregnancy progresses. She said that’s probably why my symptoms have been worse recently.”
“That worries me,” she says and Bethany’s response is quiet, smothered with concern and I wish I could allay her fears, but she’s right. It’s a risk and a very real one at that.
“We’re going to plan for a C-section roughly sixteen weeks from now, and the baby is already getting steroid shots for his lungs and other organs to develop. With the C-section there will be far less stress on my heart, so there’s that positive.”
I try to keep my response upbeat, but Bethany doesn’t buy it.
She’s silent and it takes me a long moment to bring myself to look at her, but she’s staring down at the slip of thermal recording paper from the ultrasound in my hand. She wipes away the tears in her eyes when she sees me looking at her.
“Right. And then when he’s born, what happens as far as the surgery for your heart?”
“Top of the list.”
“Okay…” She seems hesitant although my answer was quick and confident. “And what happens in the meantime?”
“Vitamins, medication and appointments … baby yoga and a less stressful schedule. Which means …” I pause to suck in a breath and then reluctantly let it out. “I’m trying to decide if I should take leave. I don’t have to be on bed rest, I specifically asked… but my doctor did recommend taking a leave of absence so I could eliminate as much stress as possible.”
“You should,” she says and Bethany’s response is immediate and adamant. “Go home. Stay home.”
“Part of me wants to … but the bigger part of me doesn’t. I want to be here where I’m needed … It’s not like Seth can just up and quit. You know how it is. So I’d just be home alone. Worrying constantly … I’d rather worry about everyone else in this place than think about myself for even a minute.”
“Do you really want to be on your deathbed wishing you worked more?”
I shrug, even though I know the answer to that. I’ve thought so much about it these past few days.
If I’m on my deathbed, I know exactly what I’ll regret.
Every milestone I didn’t have with Seth.
I have this horrible feeling that we won’t make it to any more of them. It’s okay. I just want him to love me and he does. That is enough. It’s more than enough for now.
With only that shrug from me, Bethany lets out an exasperated sigh.
“Don’t you think Seth would want to be with you right now?” I pick at the sleeve of my scrubs where the fabric is worn as the heat kicks on and a visitor gives us a small wave as she signs in. If only they knew what we were talking about. I glance at the clipboard on the table, knowing I need to sort meds soon, rather than answer Bethany. “What did he say about all of this?”
I rub my tired eyes with the sleeve of my old white scrubs. Mascara mars the pretty fabric. Sweetie, which is written all over the scrubs and mixed in with the pattern of peaches, is unrecognizable on my sleeve now.
With my lack of a response, Bethany questions me again, her tone more confrontational. “What did Seth say?”
Looking her dead in the eyes, I answer, “I’m not telling him.”
Fuck, it hurts. My throat goes tight at the thought of keeping this from him. He told me he wants to know everything, but I can’t tell him this. I can’t do it.
Her wide eyes swirl with disappointment.
“He doesn’t need that stress. I want him to think everything is as good as it can be. And it is. I’m doing the best I can and I just want him to be happy with me.” I swallow my conviction. “I want him to be by my side but not running my life right now.”
I’m prepared for Bethany to be the other half of the argument that I’ve had in the back of my mind every night as I lie down with him in bed.
He holds me tight, his hand splayed across my belly.
“He keeps calling him ‘our little prince.’” My eyes tear up and I have to close them, the watery vision of the silver doors to the elevator turning black and instead I see him. I see the love of my life holding me, talking about my son as if he’s his and everything is going to be okay. “I love that he is being the father figure and…” I have to pause when emotions tackle the words as they climb up my throat.
“If I choose this baby over me and he knows… I’m afraid he won’t feel the same way. The baby won’t be his little prince anymore if something happens to me.”
The warm tears come and go now. I’m so used to them I don’t fight them.
“Laura.” Bethany’s pained voice forces me to open my eyes and all I can see is her leaning closer to me, holding me as she shushes me and tells me it’s going to be all right.
It’s what we do. We say it’ll be all right even when we don’t know it will.
I love Seth and he loves me. But if I die and this baby lives, I want him to love the baby like he does now. To hold this baby the way he holds me at night.
I don’t want to risk him blaming the baby.
“You know my mom left… she blamed me. My mom and dad split because of me. It’s what people said anyway.”
“Your mom was a bitch and you are not. She was selfish.” Bethany knows all about it. We’ve shared our stories with each other on drunken Wine Down Wednesdays. My mother and her father… what a pair they would have made.
“I might never get a heart but if this baby has Seth, all of him with how hard and fiercely he loves… it’ll be okay. And you, of course. His godmother.” I deliberately pull away and change the topic as quickly as I can.
“His godmother?” Bethany plays along, ignoring the worry, sticking with the “it’s going to be okay” strategy. I want to pretend too. We can all pretend together.
“Yes, if you would be his godmother, I would be so happy.”
“Of course.” Her nod is furious and her voice sounds ecstatic although the worry still dances in her gaze that’s glued to mine.
“Well that’s settled then,” I say and nod, trying to forget the last bit of our conversation, one of the many worries that keeps me up at night.
With a hand on my belly, on top of a very clear but small bump, I rub my thumb in soothing circles.
My baby will be all right.
I’ll get a heart.
Seth will love both of us forever.
We’re going to be a family.
Even as I list the positives to counter every doubt I have, I know it’s too good to be true.
“Hey,” Bethany says and whispers my name, “I know life hasn’t been the best to you, but you do deserve your happily ever after.”
My hand trembles a bit as I reach for the cup of cocoa, only to find it empty—again. A huff of sarcasm leaves me as I smack it down on the tabletop.
I struggle to respond, not knowing how to tell her one of the greatest truths in life: not everyone gets a happily ever after. It’s not about what people deserve. Sometimes fate just takes what she wants and there’s no rhyme or reason to it.





SETH
“ Your stomach bothering you?” I question Laura at the sound of her fork scraping against the porcelain. “You’ve barely eaten.”
The dining room is something I’ve barely ever used since moving in here. Tonight’s the first night we’ve used it together. That’ll change when the baby comes. A lot of things are going to change.
She leans forward, an elbow resting on the walnut table and glances down at the Chinese food on her plate. It’s her favorite, and she still hasn’t eaten. She barely eats; she barely sleeps.
With bags under her eyes, she gives me the smallest of smiles. “I think if I eat it, I may in fact throw up.”
“What about the lemons?” I offer, changing the subject and shoving the last wonton into my mouth. She has supplements to help her retain whatever nutrients and fats she can eat because she hasn’t gained enough weight. I don’t think it’s the pregnancy at all. It’s the stress. I’m guilty as fuck when it comes to that.
“Oh my God, if I smell another lemon.” She breathes out the statement in one long line. “Maybe it works for some women but not me. I’m just not hungry. It’s not like I’m nauseated. I’m just not hungry and if I try to eat, that’s when my stomach gets upset. There’s no morning sickness… I just can’t eat.”
“What about something else? Anything else?” I offer.
“Let’s just lie down on the sofa and relax?” she questions and I’m already standing, the feet of the chair scraping against the hardwood floor making the only noise in the room. “Maybe I’ll grab a bowl of ice cream after. A bowl late at night has been wonderful.”
“I’ll get the dishes,” I offer. “Go lie down and put something on the TV.”
The light from the black iron chandelier above the table reflects off her hair as she stands up. It gives her the look of an angel.
“I can get it. I’m not useless, you know?” she answers with a simper and the glint in her eye turns soft and tempting.
The gray walls and sleek slate-colored chairs with expensive fabric look cheap compared to the way Laura looks right now, standing there in a simple silk chemise.
“Get your ass on that sofa.” To say it’s a demand would be comical, but she obeys, giving me a view and when she turns, I get a good look at her little bump.
The click and light of the TV turning on are followed by dull sounds of channels flicking and by the time I’ve cleaned up and made my way to her, she’s nestled under the chenille throw, a pillow propping up her head as she lies on the end of the sofa, leaving me room behind her to spoon.
Just how she likes it. Which happens to be how I love it.
Just the sight of her like that, knowing she’s all mine right now, makes me eager to feel her body pressed against mine.
I’ll never not want her. There isn’t a day in this life that I wouldn’t be drawn to this woman.
She peeks up at me as I slip behind her on the sofa. All of her soft curves molding to mine and warming every inch of me.
As she snuggles against me, she holds up the remote to the TV, flicking through the channels without actually waiting to see what’s on the screen.
“What are we watching?” I ask her, sneaking a small kiss on the crook of her neck. Her eyes close and the corners of her lips slip up. I love it. I love the way she reacts to something so small.
The moment she opens them, she shrugs and sets the remote down, leaving the TV to play an old cartoon although the volume is so low, I can barely hear it.
“You’re going to be a good dad, you know that?”
She picks nervously at the end of the throw and I don’t answer her until she looks back at me. “You will be.”
If only.
“You’ll tell me if I do something wrong, won’t you?” I play it up, wanting her to be happy, needing her not to have a worry in the world other than what flavor of ice cream she wants tonight.
“I would say that you won’t do anything wrong… but you totally will.” Her brutal honesty does nothing but make me smile, which in turn puts a grin on her face and I swear it’s the first time everything has seemed right all day. That sick feeling inside that haunts me, warning me that nothing is all right is silenced by the way she looks at me.
Pulling her body close to mine, my forearm against her front and her back against my chest, I live in this very small moment for as long as I can.
When I kiss the crown of her head, she hums a sweet sound, my favorite sound.
“I wanted to talk to you about a few things,” Laura says just beneath her breath and then gently turns in my arms. I have to loosen my grip some for her to get settled right.
“What about?” I ask her, knowing damn well whatever she’s going to bring up, she’s been thinking about for days.
“I think I may quit… or go part-time.” She stares at the dip in my throat as she talks. As I answer her, she rests her pointer against it before dragging it up my neck and back down. I stare at her all the while, from the curve of her neck to the tip of her nose. How every feature of her is utterly gorgeous.
“You never have to work if you don’t want to.”
“I don’t know what’s best to do.”
“Whatever you want to do, I will be here. I will support you. And I will love you regardless of your choice.” That’s what I tell myself every night. To love her, to stay with her. Because it’s all I want back from her. If that happens, we’ll be okay.
When all of this is over, we have to be okay. That’s the bottom line. I won’t survive if we aren’t together.
Or if she doesn’t love me anymore. So I’m careful. Careful not to do anything that will push her away.
“I mean it,” I tell her adamantly, waiting for her gaze to meet mine. “Whatever you want to do.”
“Thank you,” she whispers and then her breath hitches. The next question is muffled as it comes out, like it didn’t want to be asked. “Can I ask you something?” She’s quick to follow it up with, “I don’t want to upset you.”
As she clears her throat, looking down at my chest again rather than into my eyes, I nod and say, “Of course, ask me anything.”
All of the innocuous questions she could have possibly asked are nothing like the one she utters.
“Did my dad die quick?”
I’m gutted by her question. I can’t speak for a second, I can’t do anything but stare down at her as she tries not to cry.
Her inhales are deliberate and even as she says, “I just wanted to know. I’ve been thinking about him a lot, you know?”
The memory of him on his knees in front of me is a flash in my eyes and I’m grateful she doesn’t look at them for fear the reflection in them would give it away.
“It was fast,” I answer her as evenly as I can. “I’m sorry.”
“Just a shot to his head?” she questions further and it fucking kills me. “Did he know?”
“He knew. When he got there, he knew.” I don’t know how she can lie here with me during this conversation. It makes me feel like that much more of a bastard.
“Right and then it was fast.” She keeps picking at the blanket, staring at my chest as her shoulders move gently up and down with her even breathing.
“It was. He wasn’t greedy. He was…”
“He was stupid,” she answers for me, with no resentment or emotion. Just simply matter-of-fact. “He never should have been a part of that life.”
I want to agree with her, but I’m afraid to speak at all on it. It’s not my place.
“He used to tell me all sorts of things he shouldn’t.”
I’m grateful she hasn’t pulled away. I’m thankful she doesn’t break down either. But damn does it hurt. “If I could go back and…”
She peers up at me, her eyes darker, wider, swirling with a knowing truth as she says, “It wouldn’t have changed it, would it?”
With my throat tight, I shake my head and hold on to her tighter.
“He just didn’t think it through. His mouth would move before his brain. Grandma said it too. She worried for him because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.”
“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say.“That’s who my dad was.” She keeps talking, although it’s as if she’s talking to herself rather than me. Her gaze firmly set on my shoulder this time, her finger trailing along the seam of my t-shirt. “A know-it-all who didn’t know a damn thing and a man who ran his mouth faster than he himself could run.”
“There were good parts to him,” I offer her, remembering her father. “I wasn’t around him often, but when I was, he loved to make jokes. He liked for other people to smile.”
Her hand pauses and worried, I gaze down at her, only to see a small smile gracing her lips. “That’s true. He did like to make other people happy.”
“He did.” Picking up her hand, I kiss her knuckles.
A long moment passes, the comfortable atmosphere dampened and the irony of childhood cartoons playing in the background only adds to the somber effect.
“Thank you for still loving me.” I don’t know how I’m able to speak with the way every part of me dies inside. What I did was unforgivable. I stole from her in a way no one had a right to. And yet here she is, letting me hold her and soothe the pain I caused.
“He wasn’t the best father, but he loved me.”
“He did.”
“Promise me, Seth, that you’ll love this little boy.”
“Our little boy,” I correct her and then kiss away the tears on her cheek.
“Yes,” she says and smiles through the pain. “Promise me you’ll love him always.”
I hate the way she’s talking right now. Maybe she thinks I don’t see through her words. To the very idea that she’s planning a life for me and for our little prince without her. I won’t let it happen. I can’t.
I can’t live without her.
“Always. I will love you and our son, and all of the other little ones to come, forever.”
“I love you forever,” she whispers, tilting up her chin and brushing her lips against mine. It’s the way she used to do it. She’d say she loved me, then kiss me, so when I didn’t say it back, it was okay. Like she’d silenced me and not as if I was deliberately holding back.
I pull away from her, breaking the tender kiss and stare into her baby blues as I say, “I love you forever and ever, Babygirl.”





LAURA
I can’t have wine. Which is my normal go-to for stress.
And just the thought of carbs makes me want to puke. So my junk food choices are a no go. My mind races whenever I try to nap, even though I’m exhausted as all hell.
So what’s a girl to do? Shop.
“We are buying all the things. Every single thing,” I state comically as I toss another blue binky into the cart. “I didn’t realize they were called pacifiers,” I comment as I read the back of another package. This one contains a binky with a little blue airplane on the front and even comes with a strap to hook it onto a onesie so it doesn’t get lost. How smart.
“What? What did you think they were called?” Bethany questions and I shrug. “I’ve only ever heard it called a ‘binky.’”
She’s still busy reading the side of a bottle warmer. It’s the third one she’s picked up. None of them seem to be good enough and I’m not sure what deems them unacceptable.
“You know you can’t get everything on your own. You need to have a shower so we can get you stuff too.”
“And who exactly am I going to invite?” I almost say Melody, just to jokingly name a patient, but then the last time I saw her comes back to me, along with a chill that silences me.
“I think…” Bethany starts to answer me but she’s distracted by another box, which she picks up to examine then puts down. She pushes the cart down the aisle further and I walk with her, resisting the urge to grab every bath toy on the display wall as we go.
For noon on a Wednesday, the Buy Buy Baby store is practically empty and it’s just us two. “You know, I think it would be good if you met the other girls,” she says and finally looks at me, standing still with both hands on the handle of the cart.
“Other girls?” I question and she pulls her gray shimmery sweater up her forearms and bunches it just before her elbows. It is a little hot in here, after all.
“You know, Aria, Chloe, Addison.”
The wives of the Cross brothers.
“Oh,” is all I can answer. I’m shocked, to be honest. And then a little petrified. I got out of the life. I know Seth comes with it. But this is different. Things are different now. Aren’t they? Loneliness and longing are two emotions I didn’t expect to feel at that thought. “Is that because you and Jase are… you know, a real thing now. Like for real, for real?”
“For real, for real.” Her cheeks get fuller when she smiles. Every time I mention his name, she smiles like that.
“I think you’d really like them and Aria… last night she did a reading for me. And I picked a card for you. She said you’re not supposed to and it doesn’t work like that. But I think it fit you well.”
It takes me a moment to realize by reading she means tarot cards.
“What card?” I ask her even though I turn my attention to a pile of baby blankets. I run my hand along them, but I don’t really feel them. Just the thought of the Cross brothers and those women gives me pause. But if they’re a part of Seth’s world…
“The three of cups. She said it’s the card of sisterhood.”
I turn to her with a smirk and say, “Sisterhood?” She only nods.
“Look, they would love you and you would love them, and,” she stops and sighs like whatever she has to say next is a given before continuing, “if I have to be around them, so do you.”
A single laugh comes from deep in my chest and makes me smile.
“Well then—” I start to answer her, but that’s when I feel it. “Oh my gosh,” I say as both of my hands fly to my lower belly. Very low, close to my hips. And he does it again.
“What? What is it?” Bethany’s voice is riddled with unease until I smile the widest grin I’ve had in weeks.
“He kicked.” I take her wrist as she gapes and gently put her hand right where mine was. I’m careful as I do it, worried he’ll stop. The anxiousness keeps me on my toes, holding my breath until Bethany squeals, “He kicked!”
He kicked. My grin stretches all the way across my face. My baby kicked for the first time in a baby supply shop, right at the start of aisle ten. I never want to forget this moment. The smile genuine, the happiness and relief so very real. This is what it’s supposed to feel like. It’s what normal women must imagine when thinking about being pregnant.
No matter what happens, I got to have this moment. With my best friend hugging me, and my baby safe and healthy. I’ll be forever grateful that I at least got to have this moment.
   
“ONE CUP OF COFFEE, two cups of water.” The waitress looks at me like I’m crazy for about half a second before she corrects her maybe-seventeen-year-old face.
I’m tired as all hell and if I need a cup of coffee… well then I need a cup of coffee. My doctor said a cup is fine as long as I drink water constantly and it might help me with other issues I’m having too. The headaches, the lack of being able to go to the bathroom.
The second the waitress, I think she said her name was Angel, turns away from us and moves to the next table, Bethany tells me, “I am taking off for the next one.”
“It’s on Thursday.” Because I’m high risk, I have to go in for stress tests constantly.
“I’m going to miss you at work, so I want to come along.”
“I’d love that.” With both of my arms folded in front of me and resting on the table, I try to pick an item on the menu that calls out to me. The menu is printed on paper with a checkerboard pattern and the tabletop is red lacquered. It fits the ’50s feel of the place.
The linoleum floors and pleather bench seats do too.
There are a lot of yummy smells in the Bells Diner but one thing in particular smells divine. “I’m actually craving something,” I mumble and when Bethany asks me what, I can only shrug. “I’m not sure what. But something…”
That gets a laugh from her and although I hate to interrupt the happy day with one little thing, I have to do it. Better now than later.
“I have something to ask you,” I say and tap my finger on the menu, no longer searching for my Goldilocks dish, fidgeting with a ring on my middle finger. It’s a rose gold ring with a white quartz stone and flowers on the edges of the band… little daisies. Cami gave it to me a long time ago and I rediscovered it last night when I went looking through things as I packed them up to take to Seth’s place. He hates it when I call it that. It’s our place now. I could roll my eyes at that all day long. I’ll make it ours, but right now it’s his place with a bunch of my boxes and things in it. Like this ring. An old friendship ring she told me once that was supposed to guard us from bad things. I didn’t wear it for the longest time, thinking it had done just the opposite.
“If I die, will you take care of him?”
The thud in my chest is nothing compared to what I feel every night. I won’t feel better until he’s in my arms. That’s simply the way it is. The unknown isn’t just uncomfortable, it’s scary as fuck. And it’s weird between Seth and me without knowing for certain that there’s a backup plan. A “just in case” plan. I can’t talk about it with him though.
The shock on Bethany’s face is temporary. It morphs into something more mortified but then solemn.
The cords in her neck tighten as she averts her gaze but starts to say something.
“Here you go.” Angel, our waitress, interrupts us. The cups hit the table one by one, the waters, coffee, and a latte for Bethany, and then she asks us if we need another minute to look over the menu.
“We do, please,” I answer her quickly and pray that when she scuttles off that the only thing Bethany will say is, of course.
“What about Seth?”
That’s the last thing I wanted her to ask.
“I don’t know how he’ll react if I… he’s been very emotional lately. I worry about him.” My hand travels to my lower belly, and I wish my little prince would kick again. “I just need to know that our baby will be all right. I can’t imagine… I just can’t see him dealing with me not being there and also having a baby dropped in his lap.
“It will be hard for him to keep it together,” I explain calmly, rationally. There are no tears when I say it out loud. Because I know it’s a true fear of mine. If I die and Seth is left with a helpless baby... If he breaks down, our little boy is going to need someone there.
“I’m just coming to terms with the fact that a heart may never come and I don’t know that Seth will be able to take care of him on his own, at least in the beginning.” I don’t know that I’m describing this right. I’ve been too busy picking at my nails to realize Bethany is silently crying.
“You aren’t allowed to cry. We’re in public and we aren’t drunk,” I mock scold her emotional reaction comically. I hate to see her like this. It hurts a piece of me that’s always wounded. The part that knows I can’t help that one day, I won’t be there for her. For my baby boy. For Seth. One day, I won’t have them and they won’t have me.
“They’re going to need you. I need you there for them. Both of them.” This feels like the last piece of the puzzle. Seth doesn’t know it, but at least I’ll feel more at ease.
“I know that you’re just planning.” She toys with the fork on the table as she talks. Breathing in deep, she finally looks back at me and says, “I promise if you… if something happens to you,” I don’t miss how she doesn’t say, if you die, “then yes, I will make sure your baby boy is safe and happy and lives the best life a little boy could.”
“Thank you, Bethany.” She nods.
“I’m not ready to die and this life wasn’t what I planned, but I want to make sure he’ll be all right. Seth too.”
“You’re going to be okay, though.” She sounds far too confident, but at least she’s stopped tearing up.
“Sure I will,” I answer her with a smirk and have a taste of my far too bitter coffee before reaching for the sugar. That’s when I see the long blond hair out of the corner of my eye.
Chills sweep over me and I turn sharply to my left, to the booth where a blonde woman was seated with her back to me.
I only blinked and now she’s gone.
She was there, though. She was right there. Fear whips around me, nearly making me knock over the sugar.
“You okay?” Bethany questions. “Hey, love, you all right?”
“Yeah, yeah,” I struggle to answer her while also trying to find the blonde woman I know I’ve seen a handful of times now. I know I saw her.
“Did you take your medication?” she asks softly, her hand over mine.
“What? Yes, yes, of course I did.” Even though she’s not there, I’m still uneasy and it’s hard to shake it off.
No one’s there.
“I have a question then. What if Seth doesn’t want me involved? That’s the only thing I worry about. What if he wants to leave with your son and go back to the West Coast? What if he takes him… what are we calling him? Have you thought of any names?”
I answer, “Little prince.”
I can barely focus on her question, still struck with the image of the blonde who reminds me so much of Cami.
Fuck, I really am going crazy.
“Well, what then? What if he leaves?”
“Seth isn’t a loner. He doesn’t do well alone, so that won’t happen.” I surprise myself with my quick answer and confidence, but it’s true. It’s simply not in his nature. Neither of us likes to be alone.
“And you’d be fine… if Seth is fine, him being on his own with the baby?”
“Yes. I just know Seth will need help, is all…”
I imagine Seth holding a little baby boy. He’s always been so protective and he’s nothing like the reckless youth he used to be. “He’ll make a good dad. He wants to be a dad.”
“So you just want me to be the cool aunt?” she jokes and the dark clouds around her slowly fade. “That was the plan anyway.”
“I guess…” I can’t help but smile just a hint of a grin. “Seth sometimes doesn’t respond well. Like the last time I left. And I just want to make sure everything will be all right.”
A sarcastic laugh leaves her in a huff as she lifts up the menu, her eyes wide with humor. “Is that what you call it?”
She has to keep talking before I fully grasp what she’s getting at.
“Jase told me about what he did when you left him last time. Not that it was… not that it’s the same.”
“Right,” I answer the single word, any bit of hunger vanishing as the conversation progresses.
“Marcus called him the black widower in the letters,” she comments, her gaze on the menu.
“They’re still going through them?” I question her. Truth be told, I’m curious to read them. I’m more anxious for Delilah to show up. Any day now. And I’m reluctant to quit for that one reason. Delilah has to know who Marcus is. Or at least what he looks like. I know Seth told me not to concern myself with it, but she could help them if only she told them—or me—who Marcus is or anything about how to find him.
“Yeah, there are a lot of them, years’ worth, and a lot of decoding.”
It’s quiet as we both stare down at the menus. The ding of the front door opening, the din of chatter and clink of silverware on dishes is our backdrop.
“I’ll put it in the paperwork,” I tell her, taking in a deep breath and feeling more at peace. More ready for whatever may happen. “That you’ll have secondary custody.”
“Paperwork?”
“I want my affairs in order.” Everything from a will to life insurance is updated. Absolutely every I dotted and T crossed. “We’ll sign them on Thursday.”
Dropping the menu, I stare back at Bethany, only to see that look back on her face, the solemn one.
“Thursday it is then.”
I nod in agreement and say, “Thursday.”
   
IT’S easy to talk about some things with Bethany and some things with Seth. Other things are best to keep to myself.
Tossing the keys onto the foyer table, I take in the crowded living room. Boxes and more cardboard boxes filled with things from my old apartment are taking up so much space, and here I am, adding more bags to the mess.
“Seth?” I call out and the plastic crinkles as I set the last bag down with the rest of them.
My feet ache and my back feels a bit like shit, to put it eloquently, but there’s so much work to do.
“Babe?” I call out louder and peer down the hallway, which is lined by boxes too.
There’s a single light on down the hall, coming from the room that we decided would be the nursery.
He always calls out when I’m home. It’s odd. I know his mind is elsewhere with everything going on but still.
My steps are careful as I walk quietly down the hall. Thoughts of the blonde, of Marcus, of every bad thought that keeps me up at night make me second-guess going down the hall at all.
The faint thuds in my chest get harsher and I call out, my voice a bit shaky, “Seth.”
The sight of him, poking his head out of the room, his brow furrowed and a headphone dangling from one ear while the other’s still firmly in place eases the fear that was running through me.
“You all right?” he questions me, concern changing to protectiveness as he strides confidently down the hall, taking the earbuds out completely.
“Yeah, I just… I’m home.” I stumble over my words, feeling foolish, but when I say I’m home and Seth’s eyes light up, his hard features soften and he leans down, both hands finding their place on my lower back, his lips brushing against mine… well there’s nothing foolish about that.
With my hands against his hard muscles, everything inside of me melts. A small hum escapes me when he breaks the short-lived kiss but then bends down to nip my neck. My head falls back and I could stay there just with him, in a crowded hallway full of boxes, forever.
“Let me show you what I’ve been doing.” He’s too eager to move me, even though my feet are planted firmly where they are in protest.
I let him lead me away, taking my hand. His is so strong, so large it wraps wholly around mine.
“It’s paint that’s safe for babies. That’s what the clerk said. And for you,” Seth informs me before the room comes fully into view.
“It’s mostly dried,” he says and lets go of my hand as I walk into the brightly lit bedroom that smells faintly of fresh paint. The former modern fan has been replaced with one that has alternating blue- and white-colored blades. A dark navy blue compared to the pale blue on the far wall, the one with the bay window.
I can’t speak as I take it all in. The pile of cardboard in the one corner, the newly built whitewashed crib and matching dresser. I almost step on a screwdriver; Seth grabs my waist to pull me back. Pulling me into his embrace, warm and strong and everything I could ever want.
“I know it’s a mess, but I’ll clean it up tonight after I finish putting the rest together.”
“It’s so beautiful. I love it. You did all this?” I say and turn in his embrace, still stunned and so overwhelmed.
“Yeah, I needed something to do.” His answer comes with a handsome smile, a charming one, but it doesn’t reach his pale blue eyes.
“You all right?”
He starts to say yes, I can hear it without the word even being spoken, but shifting his gaze to an empty box that needs to be broken down, he leaves me where I am and gets to work, doing just that, breaking down the cardboard with a box cutter so it lays flat.
“I’m good with us. Good with this. Just,” he pauses and takes in a deep breath, stretching out his shoulders with his back to me. The white shirt stretches tight over his shoulders and it’s then that I see a bit of paint he got on it. Seth looks handsome in suits, but he was made to be blue collar. In those jeans, with those muscles. No suit, expensive fabric and tailored perfectly or not, is justified to hide all that.
“Just what?” I ask him and make myself busy too, grabbing the stack of white wicker baskets laying on the corner of the floor by other bags of baby items and lining them up on the dresser. There are a few empty plastic bags scattered around the room, so I pick them each up, balling them up and putting the smaller ones inside of the largest.
“I’m messed up right now,” he admits, his voice lower than usual.
I pause what I’m doing, watching him as he keeps working, not looking back at me.
“Can I do anything?” I offer, silently praying, no—begging, God please let there be something I can do. I hate seeing him like this.
“No,” he answers, sitting back on his heels, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. I watch as he takes a moment to look at the crib, a genuine smile slipping onto his face, but it’s gone in a moment. With his head hung low, he grabs another box and continues what he was doing.
“What’s wrong?” I dare to ask, not bothering to do anything now. Instead I find a clear spot in the corner of the room, sitting on the floor and trying to get comfortable.
The second my ass hits the ground, Seth looks up. “I ordered that rocker that matches the crib. The one you wanted,” he tells me and my heart does a little flip. “It’s delayed but it’ll be here next weekend.”
I love him like this. For some reason, it gets me all choked up and my eyes glaze over a bit when I smile and whisper my thanks. “That can’t be what’s wrong, though? A rocking chair getting you like this?” I try to keep it light. My arms wrap around my knees and I curve my back, stretching out my sore muscles.
“Marcus told me to do something I don’t want to do.”
His answer both surprises me and sends alarm shooting through me. That cautious feeling that came over me when I first came home, comes back with full force.
“What is it?”
“I can’t tell you and I don’t want you to stress. I just need you to know that I’m off right now, and I’m doing my best to be here for you how you need me. If I seem out of it, it’s because of that, not because of us. I love us. I want to be here for you.”
“Well why you?” The second question comes out even faster. Why is Marcus involved? Why is he telling Seth to do anything? I hate him in this moment. He doesn’t scare me. That’s what happens when anger takes over. Nothing scares you when you’re angry.
“Delilah will come back to the center—” I can’t finish because Seth cuts me off.
“Babygirl,” he says and pauses, crawling over to where I am to put his hands on my shoulders, staring into my eyes. “I promise you, I’ll figure it out. I just don’t like what I have to do.”
My inhale is unsteady until he leans down and kisses my cheek. My eyes close and when they do, he kisses me tenderly, surprising me when his lips mold to mine.
He breaks the kiss, and my eyes stay closed as he whispers into the warm air between us, “That’s what I needed. That’s all I need.”
The cool air surrounds me the moment he leaves me, going back to piling the last of the cardboard before grabbing a box that holds some other sort of crib that we’re supposed to have. One that’s portable and rocks.
“I have more too,” I tell him and force myself to get up and get the bags so I can organize all the little things in drawers and baskets.
Seth is quiet as I leave, but he looks over his shoulder to give me a look that warms me from head to toe. It’s the kind of look where you know the other person wants you, that they love you, and that if they could, they’d lay with you forever.
My fingers brush against my lips when I get to the hall; I can still feel his kiss there. And I know I’m blushing because my cheeks are warm.
We work in silence for a little while, me taking things out of the bags and plopping them into the newly designated baskets for such items. Binkies, rattles, bath toys. I did end up buying nearly half of the ones on that display.
“Oh.” The sight of the bath toys makes my eyes go wide when I remember.
“What? Are you okay?” Seth answers quick and I’d laugh at the look on his face if it wasn’t so heartwarming.
“He kicked today,” I answer him and all those emotions come back.
His gaze moves to my lower belly. “If he does it again, I’ll tell you,” I offer and a handsome grin stretches across his face.
He crawls over to me, such an odd thing for a powerful man like him to do. Lowering his lips to my belly and slipping his hands up my shirt, he whispers for little prince to wake up and give him a kick.
He jokes that it’s not fair that “Mom” got to feel it without him. He called me Mom.
I wish he was the biological father. I wish there was no backup plan needed and I knew for certain everything was going to be just fine.
But even if those wishes don’t come true, I still feel so damn lucky. At that thought, Seth pulls back, his hands still on my belly, just a split second after a small kick lands near my ribs.
Seth’s stubbled jaw drops in awe. “He did it. That was him?” he asks me.
Nodding my head, I whisper, yeah, and watch him watch my belly, telling our son to do it again.
He doesn’t, but that only prods Seth to kiss my belly. Right where the kick was.
“Thought he might take the chance to get me.” He mumbles the joke and it makes me laugh.
“Thank you for doing this.”
“Of course.”
I can’t stop myself from asking as he rubs soothing circles on my bump, “Why can’t we smile like this all the time? Just have this forever?” It was meant to be rhetorical, but Seth answers me.
“Because I am terrified to lose you. And I have a lot of reasons to believe I might.”
“If it’s up to me, you won’t. You know I’m a fighter.” I barely whisper my promise.
He only smiles at me before kissing my belly and then the tip of my nose.
“I love you.”
He responds with a hand splayed across my lower stomach, “I love us.”
“God is so unfair,” I groan.
“Why?”
“Because you’re fucking perfect.”
He’s on me in an instant. His lips hot against mine, his hands traveling down the curve of my waist and then lower.
“Seth,” I say and his name is a gasp on my lips, stolen between a heated kiss. Emotions swirl with an ever-present desire and all my sadness drowns in it.
Every nerve ending between my legs sparks with recognition and need.
My breath is his, his mouth never leaving mine, even as his forearm braces my back. Lowering me to the ground.
Desperation would have me ripping his clothes off, needing to be one with him in this very instant. Every second is torturous as Seth does just the opposite.
His fingers barely graze my skin as he undresses me slowly, one piece at a time. And he does the same for himself, not letting me move an inch beneath him. With his body above mine, I’m never cold, always warmed and protected.
If his lips ever leave mine, they travel down my jaw, my neck, my collarbone, leaving a tender trail that’s ravenous just the same.
“I need you,” I whimper and Seth pulls back, staring down at me with complete devotion. There’s a sadness that swirls deep in the depths of his gaze, but it’s gone as quickly as it came. His voice is filled with wretched emotion when he says, “I wish I could go back and tell you every day that I loved you. Every day.”
“Seth,” I say, trying to comfort him, but when my hands cup his strong jaw, he takes them by the wrist. He kisses my palms and then plants them above my head. Lowering his lips to mine, he whispers, “Know that if I have one regret in this life, it’s that I didn’t tell you I loved you every single day I could have.”
My fingers spear in his hair, but before I can give him a response, he devours me as only Seth can.
He enters me in one swift motion. My neck arches as the sweet pain of being stretched stirs with the hungered need for more.
I wish I could meet his pace, but he alternates between deep, slow thrusts and a pistoning every time I come close to the edge. He doesn’t hold back like I expect him to when I get there. He forces me over, screaming out his name as my orgasm tears through me. And then he slows, pushing himself deeper until he’s pressed against my back wall, groaning his need for release in the crook of my neck.
Over and over he takes me, until my throat is sore from crying out his name and my body trembles with overwhelming pleasure.





SETH
“I want to ask you something,” I say and my voice comes out stronger than I’d like, breaking up the peaceful silence. Her eyes open and she peers up at me through her thick lashes. I knew she wasn’t sleeping. Neither of us have been able to sleep, and for good reason. We have these moments that are pure happiness, but then reality dampens them.
She rolls on her side, the bed groaning as she does and the dim light kissing along her bare skin emphasizes every curve as she turns to give me her full attention.
“Yes?” Her barely spoken question fills up the master bedroom.
I’ve never been anxious to ask her anything. Never in my life. But the truth she has for me could cut me deeper than any knife would.
“You’ve been asking me lots of things. A lot of hard questions.” I’m fully aware that I’m stalling. I fucking hate what this situation has done to me.
“I know. I promise I’ve asked all of them. No more hard questions.” She promises me as if she’s done something wrong by asking them.
Licking my lower lip, I settle my hand on her lower back over the thin sheet and kiss the tip of her nose.
With my forehead resting against hers I whisper, “You can ask me anything you want, whenever you want. Hard or not.”
She nods ever so slightly and then lifts up her lips, kissing the tip of my nose just as I’ve done to her.
“What is it?” she asks.
“The father… do you know who he is?” Although we’re both so still, and the room itself is eerily quiet, my pulse races and my blood rushes in my ears.
“I have an idea. I just haven’t reached out.” She reaches for the sheet, bringing it up higher like I knew she would. Putting anything she can between herself and that question. “I don’t plan on it until after the baby’s here.”
“Do you have to?” I ask her and there’s not an ounce of anger or authority there. It’s a simple question, one that aches inside my chest. I don’t let her hear it in my voice, or see it on my expression, but I know she knows. She always knows.
“I haven’t decided,” she whispers quietly. The vulnerability that I keep hidden away, she wears openly. I know if she does, she’ll never hear back. But still, I don’t want him to be on her mind. I just want it to be us. Only us for her.
Readjusting on the bed, I pull her closer to me and kiss her gently. Keeping my eyes closed, I ask her, “Did you enjoy it? What you had with him? Or any of the men you were with while we weren’t together?”
The second the question is spoken, I know I’ve officially gone mad. I’m fucked up and nowhere near the man I once was.
But if that’s what she had while I wasn’t there, I want to know she was happy. I need to know that much.
“That feels like a loaded question,” she says. This time she’s the one stalling, staring back at me as if she’s not sure if she should tell me the truth.
“He didn’t hurt you, right?” I ask, rolling onto my back, pulling away and pinching the bridge of my nose. I’m so fucking weak and helpless. I’ve never hated myself more.
The sheets rustle as she props herself up, placing a palm against my chest. She stares down at me.
“No. No, none of them hurt me in any way. It was… it was just a hookup mostly. I don’t know what you want me to say.” Her last statement is spoken nervously.
“Did they break your heart?” I ask her, finally pulling my hand away to look back at her.
“They never had it to break.” She’ll never know what her answer does to me. How much it means but how much it hurts just the same.
I give her a weak smile that I’m not sure she can see in the darkness. “I guess I’ll let them live then.”
She utters the smallest of laughs and says, “Is that why you asked?”
“I don’t know,” I answer her honestly. “I don’t know a lot anymore when I used to know everything.”
“My broken king,” Laura whispers, kissing the dip in my throat.
“My broken queen,” I say in reply, not knowing how true a title that is for her until the words have escaped into the air.
A beep from my phone interrupts the moment. Leaving my scattered thoughts where they are, I kiss her knuckles before removing her hand from where it lays on my chest and reaching over to my phone.
“I have to go, Babygirl.” It’s the notification for the meeting tonight. For what must be done. I plant a kiss on her lips before reminding both myself and her, “Security’s outside.”
“I know,” she answers with a small smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. The blues of them carry so much depth of emotion as she stares back at me.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“I know.”
I cup her face, feeling her warmth and running my thumb over her kissable lips. “I love you,” I tell her.
“I know. And I love you too.”
I know she does. That’s why I have to do this. Whatever it takes, I’ll do it for her.
   
IT’S ALMOST three a.m. and the bar is just winding down. The music’s off since it’s closing time and the only patrons left are ones who have business outside of liquor consumption.
Anthony is behind the bar. He’s the first one I see, drying glasses with a bright white dishrag as I walk through the front door. The man I want to see has his back to me, seated on a stool just to the right of Anthony. Just like last time. I don’t want this setup to become anything more than what it is. A one-time exchange of information.
With a nod, I give the order for him to move to the other side of the bar. Five men are in the main room right now, with maybe two more in the back. All of them are men who work in this bar, and therefore for the Cross brothers, and then there’s Officer Walsh and myself.
“I was just getting ready to order another,” Walsh comments as I approach. No doubt the sound of my footsteps alerted him. “Do you need a drink too?” he questions, his voice dull. Which is appropriate for the occasion.
He knows exactly what I’m doing. Giving Marcus a firm yes or no. Setting everything into motion, as he likes to say.
The legs of the stool scrape on the ground as I pull it out, taking the one to the left of Walsh. He doesn’t move his pale blue gaze from the back of the bar. The reflection in them shows the rows of colored glasses in front of us.
“I’ll have one with you. Just one, though.”
He nods, swallowing thickly and then motions toward Anthony. His gaze darts between Walsh and me until I nod. He’s a damn good kid, learning quick, but I feel for him. One day, he’ll be in the same place I am. It always comes down to this. Making deals to save the ones you love.
“What are we having?” I ask Walsh even though I see Anthony pull out an amber bottle of what I know is expensive whiskey.
Walsh waves me off and says, “Doesn’t matter. I’m buying.”
The two shots thud on the bar as Anthony sets them down in front of us. Walsh lifts his in salute and I toast mine against his before throwing back the neat whiskey.
“He wasn’t always like this; you know?” Walsh starts, his gaze still focused in front of us. He hasn’t even looked at me yet.
I square my shoulders toward him and that does the trick. His eyes are red, with dark bags underneath. With his dark jeans, a t-shirt with some sort of logo on it, and a black leather jacket, he has the look of a man on the edge. On the edge of losing it all.
“There was a time when we saw eye to eye. When it was only the criminals and men who killed for sport who were on his radar. And then… one case… one case changed everything.”
He holds up two fingers, indicating two shots and I tell him just one. His response is that both are for him.
“It was then that he decided even the smallest of crimes could lead to something horrific that needed to be prevented.”
“What was the case?”
He looks like he’s going to answer me, but instead he puts a shot to his lips, throwing it back and fiddling with the glass.
“It was five years ago. In all fairness, it changed me too.” His gaze turns distant and he tosses back the second shot.
I nearly ask him what Marcus wanted from him at the warehouse. But he slams the shot glass down and then faces me to ask, “Do you have it?”
I can only nod, the temperature of my blood getting hotter and hotter as he holds his hand out, waiting. If I do this, I know there’s no going back. If I don’t, I don’t know that Laura will live and she has to live. She has to make it through this.
“Yeah,” I finally answer him, desperation making me sick to my stomach.
Walsh’s gaze falls slightly, looking something like disappointment when I grab the envelope from my back pocket, folded and creased in half, and hand it to him, although I don’t let go of it.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” he questions in a breath just above a whisper, still not looking at me.
“Like he said,” I say as I remember what Marcus told us in that warehouse, “I’m aware of everything I have to lose, and I won’t risk her.” I may hate myself, but if I don’t, I know with everything in me that I’ll lose her. By the hand of the devil named Marcus, or by the hand of God.
So this has to happen.
“You made your choice then?” he asks and attempts to take the thin envelope, so thin it nearly looks empty, but I still can’t let go of it.
“Yeah,” I answer him and finally let go, releasing it and taking the consequences in return.
“Then this is for you,” Walsh says simply, reaching inside of his jacket. I watch the men reach for their guns, but Walsh doesn’t pay attention. He retrieves an envelope, just as thin. “For what it’s worth, I believe him. If he says he can save her, he can and he will.”
I nod at his statement. “I do too,” I confess, my voice turning tight. “It’s the only reason I agreed to this.”





LAURA
I’ve never given notice of leave before. I’ve never quit. I hadn’t realized that until just now as I get in my car to go to the Rockford Center and do just that.
It’s all I can think about on the drive there. How much I busted my ass for this job. How it’s my first real job. How much I love it and what I do and my patients.
The roads are icy and even though I’m fully aware of that, I nearly fall on my ass when I open the car door to go in and tell Aiden I have to quit. Shit. My grip on the edge of the door is so tight, I’m able to hoist myself up and grateful the door itself didn’t snap off.
Thump, thump, thump, my heart races along with the wind whipping at my face and destroying the limited effort I put into making my hair look semi-decent.
Just breathe.
In and out, I focus on breathing. The morning air is nippy, but it feels worse than that. Everything just feels wrong. Everything feels off.
“I’m not quitting,” I whisper into the frosty air, the words turning into fog in front of my face.
“This isn’t running and this isn’t giving up.” I finally find my footing and stand up straighter, more relaxed and calm. More sure of myself as I stare at the building I’ve practically lived in for years now.
It’s only a temporary leave, I promise myself.
The damn wind isn’t quite as bad when I finally close the door. The resounding bang of it closing seems too final. It all feels too final as I stand there, so I slip my hands into my pockets and wait. Just for a moment. Nothing in this life is final. I know that, but why does it feel like it is?
Cars drive by the busy road to the right of the center. A few here and a few there, but the parking lot at the Rockford Center is mostly empty.
It’s a Wednesday morning, so no deliveries are scheduled. And with the holidays coming, everyone seems to have already taken a bit of vacation themselves.
It’s slower, colder, and the bitterness of it all is getting to me. Winter isn’t my season. I may have been born in winter, but it doesn’t like me much. And I don’t like it either.
It’s as if everything is smothered, everything depressed in some way during this season. I’m not a fan and neither is my shaky mentality.
Even with my hands in my pockets of my black wool coat, the heaviest coat I have, they’re freezing. So I force myself to move, one step and then another. Tomorrow I’ll find my gloves, wherever I’ve put them.
The thud in my chest doesn’t quit. My boots click on the sidewalk and my heart beats with it. That is until I hear my name, called from my right.
The chill bites down all the way to the bone as I stand there, staring at her vision through the clouded fog of my breath.
“Delilah.” I call out her name but it’s ragged and cut short. I have to clear my throat and this time I walk faster, to the edge of the roundabout at the front of the building where she’s standing.
A mix of emotions overwhelm me but the first is relief that she’s checking in. I will always love my patients. Then quickly the reality comes back, falling like a building that’s collapsed. One floor buckles, then it’s slow for a moment, disbelief kicks in, then the whole damn thing crashes down.
Delilah, Marcus, the threats, the letters. I don’t know what to do but she can’t leave. I can’t let her leave.
“Delilah,” I call out her name louder, her on one side of the street while I’m on the other.
“Miss Roth,” she calls to me and her voice is confident and comes with a recollection of nostalgia. As if we’re old friends.
Her thick red coat falls to her calves, hiding the tops of her leather boots. She always looks like New York. Not just like any New Yorker, but this woman gives off an energy that represents NYC itself. I told her that the first time I met her. That she looked like New York. Even though that night she wasn’t nearly as put together as she is now.
“I was hoping to see you,” she tells me as she gets closer, checking both her right and left side as she crosses the street. One would think she’s a powerful woman, capable and confident. But depression doesn’t know a social status and I can’t tell just from a simple conversation how she’s faring either.
“I’m so glad you’re here.” The words rush out of me as the wind whips by again, blowing strands of my hair into my face. Hers stays where she put it, high in a perfectly arranged bun on the top of her head. All I can think is that she’s seen Marcus. If I could convince her to tell me his full name, or to talk to a sketch artist if she doesn’t know it… if only I could do that, I’m sure it could help. I’ve never been surer of anything.
Her red lips complement her tanned skin and her auburn eyes stare back with the hint of the smile she wears on her feminine face.
“Are you leaving?” I ask her, finding the cold wrap itself around me tighter and tighter as the tip of my nose seems to freeze.
“I was just making an appointment. I didn’t check myself in this time but I thought it’d be wise to come in for a consultation.”
I nod subconsciously, knowing she needs to do that for her prescription as well.
“I—I agree,” I say, forgetting my predicament for a moment. But then I think twice. My place is beside Seth. My place is with him and what he needs. I owe it to him to at least try. “I need your help with something.”
“Can I ask if it’s for professional or personal reasons?” Her question catches me off guard, but only for a moment.
“So you know that personally—”
“That our respective personal worlds are no longer…” she trails off as her smile falters and a flash of a woman I used to know, a woman I used to hold as she cried, flickers in the swirls of amber.
“A dear friend told me how you’re involved now. You know what I know. I don’t have to say it. And I respect him and his wishes. He’s only ever tried to help me. You know that, don’t you? I’m sorry, but I can’t help you if it’s about that.”
“Please, I just need you to tell me who Marcus is or what he looks like. Please, he’s—”

THE SMILE she gives me doesn’t reach her glossy eyes when she says, “I’ve been told not to speak to you any longer.” Her voice is choked when she cuts me off. “But I am so happy to see you.” She pulls a tissue from her pocket, dabbing at the corner of her eyes and looking to her left and right rather than at me, before telling me she should go.
I’m speechless. I’ve stayed up with her for hours on countless nights by her side while she needed me. I only need this one thing. Just this one and then the man I love won’t keep himself busy, his mind focused on a task this Marcus wants him to do. “Wait,” I call out and grab her wrist, the pain and agony mixing like a potent cocktail with the anguish.
“Marcus. Just tell me who he is. Please, please?” I’m not above begging. “He’s hurting my family.” It’s the truth and she must know it is.
She doesn’t show any reaction, she doesn’t acknowledge what I’ve said, but she does look down slowly at where I’m holding her. As if to warn me that I better let go.
“You know me as a person who wants to see you whole and healthy. Someone who’s kept your secrets.” I let go of her, but her gaze is steady as I continue, the wind turning icy. “But there’s a side of me that comes out when it has to. A side that I hate and a side that I don’t want to come out. I need your help and if I’d had it, so much would have been prevented.”
“Oh, dear girl, none of it would have been prevented. Not a damn bit of it.”
“I killed someone.” I whisper the confession, and I know it’s not lost in the wind because of the sadness that echoes in her eyes. No shock, no fear, only sadness.
“I can’t help you.” That’s all she gives me.
“I can’t let you leave. I need your help,” I say and desperation flutters in my tone.
“You don’t need me…” she says, lowering her voice before she continues knowingly, “a man does.”
“A man I love,” I correct her, raising my voice, and then feel foolish and like a petulant child.
My hand covers my mouth and the fear that I’m going to fail comes over me. She’s really not going to help me. She’s not going to help us.
Before I can explain anything to her, before I can beg her to let me take her out for coffee and could we just talk, she stares into my eyes with a piercing gaze that only comes from a woman who’s been to hell and back.
“Yes, a man you love, a man you’d do anything for and he’d do the same for you… Even things you both know are so very wrong. I know that story. I know it well.” Her eyes are riddled with a mix of emotions as she whispers, “Do you want me to tell you how it ends?”
Her bottom lip trembles and mine does the same as I stare at her, so clearly in agony.
“Please,” I beg her once more.
“He told me not to speak to you,” she says softly, with remorse.
Shaking my head, I turn from her, my head spinning and not knowing what to do. What’s right and wrong. But knowing I have to tell Seth she’s here, I hurt for her the most. It all runs through my mind, every scenario, every fear… until I hear the squeal of tires.
“Laura!” Delilah’s voice is heard so clearly. Everything slows. I don’t realize it’s a car at first. It’s just a blur of red. I didn’t even realize I was in the street.
The roads are icy.
The brakes aren’t working.
Thud. Thud.
My heart stops working… the third thud never coming as the car crashes into me and I tumble over it. My thigh hits first, my body’s limp, maybe from shock, I’m not sure. It’s all so cold, so sharply violent.
I know that I tumble over the hood and land on the asphalt, unforgivingly hard. The pain is immediate, but it doesn’t feel real. None of it feels real until I see Delilah standing over me, but looking at something else, someone else, screaming to call an ambulance.





SETH
I used to revel in these moments. The talk of the business, the exchange of money. I wanted to know all the ins and outs of every deal. I craved the power of it all.
But as I sit in this room, Carter’s office in the Cross brothers’ estate, I can’t stand to be here.
My thumb keeps tapping on the hardwood armrest of the walnut chair. My mind keeps racing. I imagine this is what men look like when they have something to hide. Exactly what I look like now. And ever since that warehouse meeting, it’s been getting worse and worse. Every day, I break down more as I come to terms with it. If only I could tell them, but Marcus needs to go through with his promise. I won’t say shit to anyone until she’s healthy and safe.
I’ll do it for her. I’d do anything for her.
“And what about Nikolai? We just let him leave?”
Jase questions Carter about men in the upper west area of our territory. Each section is essentially cut into fourths and the income that comes and goes is analyzed, problems sorted, men, police and drugs alike. I can’t focus on a damn thing.
There isn’t one topic I’ve spoken up about. Not even the bar.
“What happened at the warehouse?” Carter’s deep voice breaks through my racing thoughts. It’s at that moment when my phone rings. I silence it without looking, unable to look away from Carter’s dark gaze as he broods in his chair behind the large desk. Placing it on vibrate, I answer him, “Nothing that concerns you. It was about Laura.”
The sky is white and angry behind him in the large paned windows. It only makes him look that much more foreboding. I don’t fear him; there isn’t anything I fear right now more than losing Laura.
I feel remorse for all of them. But they’ll understand. When it’s done and over with, they’ll understand. I trust that they’ll follow through accordingly.
“Bullshit,” he bites out.
“We know something happened.” Jase’s voice is calmer, less threatening as he leans back in the seat across from me, both of us on the other side of Carter’s desk. Declan’s across the room. He likes to sit there, in the back corner near the books.
“Walsh is leaving. He retired. So Marcus told him something,” Jase prods, and I can feel all three of them staring at me. Wanting answers.
I don’t look at the roaring fireplace with intricately carved marble; I don’t glance down at the expensive rug beneath my feet. My gaze moves easily from Carter to Jase as I tell them I’m not privy to what was said when I left.
“All I know is that Marcus wants a meet and that he traded information about Laura’s health for me to make it happen.”
It’s not all a lie, but it’s not all the truth either.
“Right,” Jase says then drops his head and his gaze. “I know I’ve said it before,” he says as his foot taps on the rug, creating a dull thump each time that mirrors the sound in my chest. “But if there’s anything we can do...”
“There’s nothing,” I answer them and carefully breathe in and out. Marcus said he could.
He said he’d come through first. And then, I come through for him.
I’ll save her first. Gentleman’s honor. That’s his promise. Once she’s saved, the events are put in motion. Then I’ll tell them. One way or another.
The letter is already written.
My phone rings again, vibrating in my hand.
I clear my throat, wanting to give them something. I feel like a rat, sitting here with them, with men I respect, men who have been there for me and I’ve been there for them.
“I get the idea that you’re hiding something,” Carter prods and a sick smile kicks up my lips when I look back at him.
The air between us all is different now. It feels thicker, heated, suffocating.
“I am,” I admit to him, but I don’t elaborate.
“If Marcus made you a deal—” Jase starts to say but then his phone vibrates loud on the desk and he has to silence it.
“I want to tell you, but I can’t… it doesn’t concern you anyway.” I add the last part more for reassurance than anything. Even though it’s not true.
I know what happens to men who keep secrets. Men who admit them are signing a death wish. I won’t lie more than I have to, but I can’t tell them.
“You’re really going to keep something from me?” Carter questions and for a moment, a small moment in the silence of this room, surrounded by three men who would kill me, three men who are positioned all the way around me, all carrying guns, I fear they will.
It’s gone quickly and it’s the first time I’ve felt it, not because it’s the first time Carter has thrown his weight around, but because for the first time, I can’t die. I have to follow through on my deal with Marcus. If I die, there’s no way in hell he’ll save her.
“I ask that you trust me. That’s all I ask. I’ll tell you everything when I can.”
“Tell us what?” Declan questions, then his phone goes off and so does mine again. They’re both only on vibrate, but all of us notice in the tense room.
Irritation mars Carter’s face, creating hard lines in his features. “It’s about Marcus and Walsh and I’ll be damned if that doesn’t involve us.”
Jase and him share a look before he says, “You can tell us anything.”
“I will. When it’s time.”
Carter’s fist slams down but as it does, his own phone rings, the shrill sound of the tone filling up the room.
“What the fuck is it?” Carter roars, clearly pissed from my insolence. I’m only doing what must be done and I know damn well he’d do it too.
His expression falls as silence overcomes him. When his gaze lands on me, I know it’s bad. Not in the way he elicits fear, but in the way that’s often followed with “I’m so sorry about your loss.” I know it’s Laura. I know it is from the look on his face.
“Take this.” Carter’s tone is full of remorse and a sick gut-wrenching feeling comes over me. I don’t know how I even stand and take the call.
“Hello,” I answer and swallow thickly, prepared for whatever happens, silently praying I’m wrong. That she’s just fine. But I wasn’t prepared for the sound of Bethany’s choked voice or her sobs.
“It’s Laura.”





LAURA
It’s all in and out. A white haze floods my vision and my eyes are so heavy. There’s a pounding in my head but it flows through every inch of me and it hurts. Well, for a moment, and then…
I know it hurts, but more than anything I’m tired and my body feels light, not in pain. There is no agonizing feeling. All it is, is falling.
The stark white walls of the hospital fade and so does the chaos of yelling and the man barking out orders above me, his white coat open, his baby blue scrubs taking up all the space as he leans over me… it all blurs and I don’t mind. His stubble comes into focus and then out, his hazel eyes seem to hover over me and then it’s all gone and I fade into them.
Because I’m falling and it’s so light, it’s so easy. It’s comforting to let everything fade and blur and then there’s silence in a rush of peace.
But then I’m back again. Bright white lights, screaming and the pain.
In and out.
“Keep up compressions,” one voice says, or rather demands.
“It’s thready but it’s there.” A woman’s comment is rushed, panicked.
I suck in a breath, my eyes going wide. No, make it stop! Fuck, the pain is all-consuming. I can’t move, even as I feel like I’m choking and the instinct to grab my throat takes over, I can’t move. Something holds me down and it digs into my skin.
Help me, it hurts so fucking much.
“Miss Roth, Miss Roth.” Someone’s calling for me, talking over the storm of worry that thunders with every sound in the elevator. “We’re taking you up to surgery.”
“What happened?” I swear I speak the question aloud but he talks over me. My throat hurts. Why does my throat hurt? What happened? Why does everything hurt? A deep crease runs down my forehead and I try to move, to turn over, but I can’t.
“You’re in good hands,” he says and his statement comes with a ding of the elevator. “Let’s move!” his voice booms.
In an effort to get a grip on reality, I lift my head only to be met with the dizzying need to lie back down. Be still. In this moment, I want to fall again. I don’t want this.
A striking pulse of pain, as if in anger at my thoughts, races from my heart up my chest. A strangled cry leaves me as I writhe in agony.
The car. The accident. It floods back in a hurried tumble.
“My baby,” I whimper, my expression crumpled. It’s only a whisper forced into a plea for something. To stop this. Make it stop, I pray as my throat tightens and tears leak from the corners of my eyes. Please, I only want to fall.
The hot tear rolls down my cheek and the salt meets my lips as I cry out again in pain. I can’t move and that makes it worse. Everything hurts. Every moment, every thought. Every breath steals strength from me.
Make it stop. Please, please.
My memory whirls with thoughts of how I got here, but with the pounding I can’t remember it all. I don’t know what happened. It’s in and out and I can’t hold on to it.
Where’s Seth? I want to cry out for him. He’s still with me, isn’t he? Seth would never leave me. Seth is here. He has to be. I cry out his name, Seth, but he doesn’t answer.
“We’re losing her,” a voice says. She sounds young and scared. My head falls to the left as I sob through another bolt of aching pain.
It’s my heart. My heart. Did I go to the doctor’s? I can’t remember. Did I tell him about my heart? The way it pitter-patters.
Slowly I remember the doctor. And then leaving. Leaving the woman who was dressed for a date, so distracted. I remember her. I remember coming home. Cami. Cami. “No, no,” I scream a hollow sound that I don’t recognize, tearing at the restraints holding me down.
“You have to stay calm, Miss Roth, calm down!” they yell. Both at me and at each other.
Cami. Other memories rush back to me.
It takes me a moment, watching the fluorescent lights blur above me as we’re rushed down the hall. One deep breath. The white and silver blend into a pattern as a prick hits my arm. I barely notice it. Another deep breath. It’s the chill of whatever they’ve shot me with that brings the action to my attention.
My eyes burn, but my body relaxes. On the third breath I can’t even feel the rise of my chest anymore.
My blood chills and with a deep inhale, I remember. That was years ago. It’s been years.
Fuck, why does that make it hurt even deeper? A heaviness weighs down on me, and with it, a numbness in my toes and fingers.
I ran. The memory forces the tears to flow easier, harder, although I’m silent. Watching the years of my life come and go in waves.
I left him.
No. No! He’s here. I know he’s here. “Seth!” I scream out, knowing I can’t live without him. I could never be without him. My head shakes and strong hands object to the movement. There are yells and demands but I don’t hear any of them because they aren’t Seth’s voice. He’s not here. Seth, I murmur pathetically. Pathetic, painful, lonely. My voice echoes all the mournful emotions. I don’t want to be alone. I could never bear it if the last person I ever said I love you to wasn’t Seth King.
Memories flash. His hands on my wrists, his lips on my neck. Seth, I whisper to no one. He’s not for them.
I remember now, the last weeks coming slower, more detailed. I can feel him, his hard body and the heat of his embrace.
Seth. I don’t bother saying his name. It’s not for them. It’s for me.
The car is the last thing I see. Delilah and the shock, the fear that rolled through me and with the impact, my body jolts and another wave of pain.
My head is heavy, and so are my eyes. It’s cold, freezing cold as goosebumps dance along my skin. The loud ringing in my ears is unbearable and then suddenly the noise is faint, soothing. It’s not so cold anymore.
It’s only as cold as the breeze when I fall.
   
I RECOGNIZE HER VOICE. The doctor. My doctor. Doctor Tabor.
Fuck, the pain. With the recognition of a voice, the pain comes back. I feel it first, then the ringing. It’s so loud. The pounding, the ringing, the screaming pain.
Blinking rapidly, the lights come back. Everything whirls and falls back into place. No, no, let it be over.
“Miss Roth,” she says and the force in her voice grips me. I know her voice. Her hair is pulled back tight, making her look even thinner, even frailer, although I know her to be an imposing force with the strong will she has.
The light in my eye is blinding and I fall again.
“Laura, can you look at me?”
I know her voice. The doctor. My doctor.
I nod my head ever so slightly without moving my neck. I can’t now, I can’t move it. The brace is tight, but not constricting. I can breathe better. I can breathe.
It takes me a moment.
“Miss Roth, do you know where you are?”
Hospital. I don’t know that I’ve spoken the answer until Dr. Tabor tells me that’s correct.
“Do you know what happened?”
With the inhale, I wince from the pain and in an instant I’m moved from the gurney to a table, bright lights shining down in my eyes.
The headlights. The impact.
I can’t breathe.
Car, the screech of tires. Delilah.
“Miss Roth, you were in a car accident and your injuries are severe.”
Baby. My little prince.
I try to move my hands to my belly. He’s not kicking. Please kick. Fear cripples me and they tell me to stop, but I can’t see. Did the car hit my belly?
“My baby,” I say and barely get the words out as my doctor hovers over my face. All I can see is her and her stern look although her eyes hold compassion.
“We’re doing everything we can,” she tells me, but her expression slips.
It lacks confidence because it lacks hope.
“Save my baby,” I beg her but she doesn’t listen. Someone else is talking. “My baby!” They don’t listen.
“She needs a transplant right now.” She answers someone else. She doesn’t listen to me.
“Stay on the line with medical.”
“They don’t—”
“Keep calling,” my doctor screams in response.
“We’re going to do everything we can, Laura.”
“My baby,” I cry and I wish Seth were here. He’d fight for what I want. He’d tell them to save our son. He’d hold my hand. He would have hope.
“I’m going to do everything I can.”
Did I tell him that I loved him? I can’t remember. Did I at least tell him I loved him before I left?





SETH
I’m supposed to sit here.
Tapping my phone against my suit pants in rapid succession, I stare down at the movement thinking, How am I supposed to just sit here and do nothing?
Gritting my teeth, I lean back in the simple chair and then stand up without conscious thought. I can’t sit still.
I can’t leave though.
There are fourteen wooden chairs in this room, all with squared backs and fabric with a navy pattern. It’s like small petals scattered on them, I don’t know. I’ve been staring at them for hours and I can’t even say what they are.
Two rows of seven chairs, two long coffee tables between them and a large single-pane window on the far right. It’s dark now that the sun’s gone down. So it’s just two black rectangular squares that I can see and the only light is from the fluorescent tubes above my head.
It’s not supposed to happen like this.
Marcus promised he’d save her.
He swore he would.
Yet here I am, on death row with the Cross brothers, while Laura lies open on an operating table. And I can do nothing. This is my penance and I’ll take it all and more, as long as they get to live.
When my hand starts trembling again, I shove the phone back into my pocket and pace.
My head is light from not breathing right. I can’t do anything right. All I can hear is Bethany’s voice when she called.
There was an accident.
Her cadence was full of dread and it ricochets in my mind, hitting every vulnerable place and with every impact, I see Laura, smiling, laughing, biting down on her lip as she peers up at me.
I just want her back like that. Please, God.
I’ve made a deal with the devil. I’ll make one with God too.
I’ll make every deal I can with every man in power on the face of this fucking earth if it means she gets to live.
“Hey, you want one?” Bethany asks, her voice small and quiet in the large room even though it’s just the two of us.
“No thanks,” I answer her as evenly as I can, even though dread seeps in regardless.
Her eyes are red and the mascara’s no longer there where it was hours ago. She’s barely moved from her seat. I don’t know how she does it; I can’t sit still at all. A few people have come into the room and saw her in scrubs so they approached her. Other than that, she’s only gotten up to get coffee from a machine down the hall that takes two dollars to spew out an inferior form of caffeine.
“What about something else?” she asks me and when I look up at her splotchy face, I can see she’s begging me to give her something to do, something to make it better. I can’t tell her how much I relate. If only it was as easy as putting two wrinkled dollars into a machine.
“I could use a water maybe,” I get out and the back of my eyes sting. I imagine they’re red like hers.
“You might need some caffeine,” she offers, a little more hopeful although the horrid look on her face doesn’t change.
“I won’t be able to sleep without knowing.” Somehow I answer her without suffocating on that truth. On the possibility that it was all for nothing.
If she dies, I have no reason to live anyway.
“They should be able to tell us something. They should be here any minute to tell us she’s all right.” Jase’s voice is unexpected. I didn’t even hear him come up behind me. He’s still in his stone-gray suit, jacket and everything. Mine’s rumpled in comparison.
When Bethany falls into his arms, his kisses the top of her head before resting his chin on her crown and then looking at me.
“She’s going to be all right. That’s the only thing they’ll say; that she made it. I know it, they have to,” Bethany speaks into Jase’s chest and I hear it.
“You okay?” Jase asks me and I only shake my head. I can’t speak.
I want to thank him for just showing up. For being here for me in this dark time, but I don’t deserve it. He knows it and so do I. After today? Things are going to be different between me and the Cross brothers. I know they are. And it was for nothing.
“She and our baby boy are going to be okay. They’ll be all right.” Bethany speaks as she wipes her eyes, breaking from her embrace with Jase. It’s the first time she’s broken down out here, although a few times, she’s gone to the restroom and come out with her face much redder than before. “Your little prince, right?”
“Our little prince,” I barely breathe, my hands trembling again.
“Still no word? Nothing?” Jase questions, and I can feel him looking at me but Bethany answers no, her hair swishing as she shakes her head.
She asks Jase if he wants a drink from the vending machine before leaving us alone.
“I just talked to Carter, he’s coming with the guys.” A chill flows over my shoulders.
I nod and think a moment before saying, “You know I would never do anything to risk you or any of you.”
“I don’t know what deal you made, but if he tried to kill her—”
I cut him off, realizing that he doesn’t know. “It was Aiden’s mother, the manager’s mother.” The words rush out but my inhale is slower, attempting to steady myself.
“Just an accident?” he questions with disbelief.
“The ice…” I can’t finish. I saw the older woman, banged up and looking scared while she sobbed uncontrollably. “She was bringing him something for lunch.”
Fuck, the pain. I hate it. I hate this.
But it’s what I deserve, isn’t it? They don’t deserve it though. They don’t deserve any of it.
“I’ve never been able to protect her.” I speak without looking at Jase even though he sits down next to me. With my shoulders hunched over, I explain. “That’s why I did it, why I planned it the way I did. Because I knew I couldn’t protect her. I couldn’t save her.”
I see him lower himself, hunching like me, trying to look at me, but I don’t let him. A hand covers my face.
“I would do anything for her, but I can’t protect her.”
“Say it.” Jase’s voice is firm.
“Say what?” I ask him, ready to say whatever he needs to hear. I don’t have it in me to fight anymore. Whatever he wants to know, I’ll tell him.
“Say she’s going to be okay. Say she’ll be fine.” His words come out harsh but I can hear him swallow the pain down. “She’s going to be okay and you need to say it.”
I nod, even though I don’t know that I believe it.
“She’s going to make it,” he says and he’s firm.
“She has to.” My eyes burn. “Both of them are going to be fine.”





SETH
It was an eighteen-hour surgery in all. I sat there, in that worn-out chair, staring at the pile of dog-eared magazines with torn pages and counting every second.
Jase is silent, apart from comforting Bethany.
There’s a heavy weight on my chest that still won’t let up. Even when the doctors came out, all three of them, the weight only got heavier.
They did all they could.
Beep, beep, beep.
The room is simple; there should be flowers in here. She loves flowers.
“Seth, is there anything…” Jase starts to ask as Bethany’s silent cries break into hysteria. She has both of her hands on Laura’s. Her body collapses with the next sob and her knees hit the floor. Her colorful scrubs are the only bit of life in this room. Everything else is bland, stark white, and dated.
She wouldn’t like this room at all. There’s nothing with any personality in it.
“Flowers. I want her to be surrounded by flowers when she wakes up.” I give him the answer, but all I’m met with are sad eyes from the doctor.
“Mr. Roth,” Doctor Tabor begins, pausing and breathing in deeply, but her dark brown eyes never leave mine.
I almost correct her, I almost tell her it’s King, but I don’t. Instead, I prepare for my rebuttal to whatever is going to come out of her mouth. The doctor is short, plain with no makeup at all, but she’s determined and logical more than anything. A powerhouse in her field. Next to her is the neurologist, the one who can’t look me in the eyes as the cardiologist tells me we have to prepare for the likelihood that Laura is never going to wake up.
“I understand what you said, and I know you understand what I said. I want extraordinary measures to be taken. She just needs time,” I say although I lose the upper hand I have on the last line because my stern voice cracks and my eyes glaze over.
Beep, beep, beep, the steady sound of her heart beating is what keeps me going. It’s steady. Her heart is a good heart. She’s going to be okay now.
She finally got a good heart, so she should be able to use it. I’ll be better with this one. I won’t break it. I’ll make sure it never breaks if she’ll just wake up.
Wake up, Babygirl, please. Wake up.
“The surgery went well,” I say, giving her the words she gave me. “You said the surgery went well. All of them.”
The surgeon, the one who fixed her heart, nods, and as she does, she swallows. She’s frail and skinny, but something tells me it’s simply the way she’s built. Clasping her hands professionally in front of her buttoned-up white coat, she answers, “That’s correct, the transplant went perfectly and now we monitor her to make sure her body accepts it.”
“And so far?” I question.
“So far everything looks well but we need twenty-four hours to be sure.
“All of her injuries are stable and at this point we’re just waiting for her to wake up, but she sustained various trauma. We lost her in surgery and she was gone for a number of minutes… and sometimes patients don’t recover.”
“She should have woken up by now, Mr. Roth.” The neurologist speaks again, not giving me a chance to thank the other doctor who just spoke.
“She hasn’t slept in days. She’s just tired,” I answer them and part of me really believes it. Like she’s just in a deep sleep because she’s exhausted from all this bullshit. God knows she needs it.
Laura’s hair is pulled back with a bandage that wraps around her head. The rest of it is a messy halo on the stark white pillow. There’s another bandage on her wrist that travels up to her elbow, where her arm was placed in a splint and they set the bone. But other than the bandages and the bruises, she looks like she’s just sleeping. She’s only resting.
“She’ll wake up.” My confidence forces Bethany to look at me, and I can see in her eyes that she wants to believe me but she doesn’t.
No one says anything. They just stare at me.
“And what about our son?” I ask the nurse closest to me and my throat gets tight. “We will wait for her to wake up and I want to see my son.”
Bethany’s been quiet, her grip never loosening on Laura’s hand, but her focus moves to the doctors now. She wants to know too.
“We had to intubate him as he wasn’t breathing on his own. Other than that, he appears to be stable. It’s a good thing that we started the steroids early, but he’s still not in a good condition. The pediatrician is with him now. Statistically, every day is a better outcome, but he will be here for weeks so long as he remains stable. We have to monitor him closely and the likelihood of permanent damage is very high. His quality of life, if he does make it, is unknown at the moment.”
“Can he be brought up here? So he can be with his mother?”
“Unfortunately not. Given his condition, he needs to stay where he is in the neonatal intensive care unit right now…. You should prepare yourself.”
Bethany’s cries are accompanied by Jase shushing her, calmly trying to soothe her. As if words and a tender touch can heal this kind of brokenness.
“Is there anything at all I can do to help either of them?” I ask, somehow still standing on both of my feet although I know for a fact I’m shattered and everything that makes me human is on my knees, crying and begging. Yet here I stand, asking questions.
“At this point, we wait.” The neurologist is the one who answers, and I hope he can feel how much I loathe him.
I hate all of them.
“You can pray, Mr. Roth.” The cardiologist, a woman I didn’t at all suspect to be religious, with her cold manner of speaking, offers me. She nods once, looking only at Laura before leaving us and saying one more time, “Praying is all we can do.”
It’s quiet for a moment, and they mumble something about leaving us alone and letting me know when I can see our son.
“Of all the ways it could happen… a fucking accident. A car crash,” Bethany says and barely breathes as a suffocating sob leaves her. She buries her head in the white sheets. Her head brushes against Laura’s arm and Jase is there all the while, stroking her back.
“I need to get her flowers and a different blanket,” I say then clear my throat, noting how tight it is before continuing. Jase’s gaze reaches mine and he doesn’t have the same wounded look as all the others. “When she wakes up, I want her to smell flowers and be as comfortable as she can be.”
Dropping my eyes to Laura’s closed ones, I take in the bruising on her face that travels from her jaw to her neck.
When Jase makes Bethany leave, that’s when I finally go to her, letting my fingers gently trail along where she’s not bruised.
I kiss her head and remind myself how she hasn’t been sleeping. She’s only tired. That has to be it.
She’s the strongest woman I know. She’s only tired. There’s fire in her blood and we finally have a family. “Wake up, Babygirl, we have to see our little prince. Wake up.”
Beep, beep, beep.
   
THE PEDIATRIC FLOOR is one level below and it’s silent on the walk, silent in the elevator. I pass rooms and halls, desks and plenty of other people, but all I see whenever a bed comes into view is the image of Laura, lying in that bed, her skin pale and her body motionless. The only indication that she’s alive is the steady beeping of the monitors.
She can’t leave me this way.
She can’t do it.
She promised she wouldn’t leave me. She said if it was up to her, she wouldn’t. All she has to do is wake up.
It’s been twelve hours and I drifted in and out for four of them. At least now I can finally see my son.
I do something I haven’t done in a long damn time; I pray on the walk to pediatrics. I pray for both Laura and our son to make it. Really pray. I pray for them, and I pray for myself. If they don’t live, I don’t want to live either.
When we get to the glass wall with all the little carriages and babies sleeping soundly, or otherwise, I anticipate walking through those doors, but we don’t.
“He’s back here,” a nurse tells me, her expression sympathetic. Of course my son wouldn’t be in there; he’s not healthy, he’s not well. He isn’t with the others because those babies are going to make it out of here just fine.
Tears would come easily if I wasn’t so beat down already, as reality grips me. I don’t stop moving, even when my throat squeezes so tight that my breath is absent. I walk steadily, listening to my footsteps and following the older woman with kind eyes and pink scrubs to the far corner of the floor, to a room without large glass panes. A room they don’t want bystanders to see because it’s so tragic.
There are only two other babies in this room and all of them have plastic walls covering their tiny plastic cribs. There are two with pink blankets and one with blue. So I know which one is mine.
All of them have tubes, the smallest ones imaginable. I can’t stand to look at the other two children. Even when one of them moves, her little fist making a sudden motion, I see it but I can’t look at her. It’s crippling. They’re so small and alone. It’s the saddest thing there is in life.
“Here’s your son,” the nurse tells me, as brightly as she can although the sadness lingers there.
I take one more step forward and then another, until my hand lays against the plastic. He’s so small. So tiny I could hold him with one hand.
“Did you two have a name?”
“Not yet,” I answer her and take in an unsteady breath. “We weren’t expecting him so—” The words refuse to come out to finish the sentence. They stay back, choking me instead.
“If you want to sit, you can hold his hand, here.” She points to a small opening in the plastic enclosure. A slot is all I have.
This is my fault. The truth is a landslide of accountability.
They’re suffering for my sins and it’s not fair.
None of this is fair.
He hasn’t even had a full day to live. And Laura is all that is good with the world but the two of them are here in critical condition, helpless and their lives uncertain. While I get to breathe freely. Please God, don’t do it to them.
It’s not fair and it’s all my fault.
“When we remove the tubes from his mouth, you can hold him, so long as everything is steady.” I can’t speak for a long time and the nurse doesn’t pressure me to. Instead, I slip my pointer finger onto my son’s tiny palm. And he squeezes. It’s not very strong but I’ll teach him. He’ll get better. He’ll hold on.
I have to believe that. If there’s any mercy in this world…
“What is the likelihood of…” I catch myself using the word “likelihood” because that’s what the doctors upstairs kept saying.
Likelihood she won’t wake up.
Likelihood he won’t make it past tonight.
“We’re monitoring him closely and doing everything we can. If we make it through tonight, it’s likely we’ll be able to remove the breathing tubes. He has other issues and he won’t be able to leave, but you could hold him then.”
I can only nod, not trusting myself to speak.
   
FOUR DAYS PASS and it only gets harder because my confidence and hope wane. Nothing is getting better. Laura is stable but unmoving, unchanging and there’s nothing we can do.
I thought, if I lay next to her, if I talked to her, if I reminded her of everything we have to look forward to, she’d wake up. If she knew her son was just downstairs, I could’ve sworn her eyes would open and she’d demand that I take her down there right now. And I would, God I want that more than anything.
But she doesn’t respond to a damn thing. She doesn’t give me any signs at all. No one knows why she doesn’t wake up. Sometimes, it just happens. That’s what they tell me and I hate them more and more with each passing day. Especially the cardiothoracic surgeon who only peers through the door. She never comes in here, but she watches and waits. I hate her the most. She was supposed to fix her, but what good is a heart if Laura can’t use it?
I’m helpless with my Laura, but even more so with our baby boy.
Staring at him through the plastic box is the second-worst thing in the world.
Even yesterday, I couldn’t hold him. He wasn’t stable. He’s a fighter, though. So is his mother but I don’t know why she won’t wake up.
Tonight Doctor Peters, the pediatric surgeon, said I could hold him. She said it would be good for his body to be against mine. Tummy to tummy, although really it’s chest to chest. She said it’s so his heart can learn to beat and I wish his mother were here. I wish Laura were here because her heart is good now, and she could do this if she were here. I know she’d love that.
“Right there is fine,” she says and I take the nurse’s orders of sitting down and unbuttoning my shirt. Yesterday was the first day I showered since the accident. I had to leave when the nurses all rushed in to save my son from dying and I couldn’t remain. They forced me out as I screamed and demanded they save him. I had to leave the hospital for a bit; I couldn’t stand to be so helpless. So I showered and packed clothes to wear. And I went back to the hospital to tell Laura she needed to wake up.
I held one of her hands in both of mine and prayed when she didn’t grip my hand back. I just needed a sign, any sign. I’ve never cried this much. Never in my life. I’ve never felt this low.
The worst part is that I know this is my fault. I couldn’t protect them and all I’ve given Laura is the consequence of my sins. I’d take it all back. All of it. I’d take it all back for them not to suffer.
What came from me praying for her to hold my hand back was a nurse three hours later telling me our son made it.
Our son.
But not Laura.
That was yesterday and today I can hold him. Doctor Peters promised me I could.
“Okay now, there are some wires here to monitor him so just be careful, all right?” She sounds more hopeful today, happy even, and I take it as a good sign as Nurse Morison sets my little prince down against me.
My hands are on him in an instant, both of them even though my fingers overlap. With the way I’m leaning back to look down at him, I’m sure he’d stay put, this tiny little baby without being held at all, but I have to hold him just to be sure he’s okay.
“There we go,” Nurse Morison says and quickly grabs a little blue blanket to cover him and I move one hand to hold the blanket to him, but the other is still firm against his back.
I can’t move it, I can’t let go, because I can feel him breathing.
From his chest to mine, I can feel his heart beating so fast. So much faster than mine.
Even when I lean down to kiss his little head, covered with a small smatter of fine dark hair, I keep my eyes on him. I can’t let go and I can’t look away. Today is his best day yet.
“I’ll leave you be.” Her voice is so quiet, I barely hear her but I hum a response and rock side to side ever so gently, watching as my little prince yawns. It’s the smallest movement in the world, but it’s everything.
“You’ve got to make it for Mommy,” I whisper as I rock. How could he not make it? He’s perfectly fine, this little bundle. Look at him, he’s got to make it.
He’s going to be okay. I know he will. He can’t leave me too.
“Mommy is going to be so happy to see you when you wake up,” I tell him and he wriggles against me. See, he’s fine. He’s healthy and fine. He’s going to make it. He has to.
“I love you, little prince. When Mommy wakes up, we’ll give you a name,” I promise him. With my thumb stroking against the side of his little head, I tell him about Laura, about his beautiful mother and how perfect she is. I tell him how much she loves him because she can’t tell him right now, but I can. “Let me tell you a story about your mother. She’s a fighter like you. Even more than me, I think. She’s going to be so proud of you. Probably even more proud than I am and that’s… that’s...” That’s when I have to wipe my eyes. I don’t stop rocking and I don’t stop holding him though.
Not for the whole night. They let me hold him for hours and hours.
I kiss his head in between stories about Laura. And when the nurse comes back, she lets me stay, holding him to me, as she checks on him throughout the night.
The only reason I leave him at all is because sleep comes hard just before morning and they say I can’t hold him if I fall asleep.

I SPEND the nights with Laura, holding her hand and sleeping in the small hospital bed next to her, and the days are split between our little prince and her. I tell her everything about him, from the way he makes little noises to how tight he’s holding my hand now.
“He’s going to make it for you, Laura, so wake up, Babygirl. Please, I love you. Wake up.”





LAURA
I would know her anywhere from seeing just the back of her head, but the hoodie is what gives it away. It’s bright pink but faded at her wrists, the fabric worn out so much that she poked her thumbs through the ends of her sleeves.
“Cami!” I call out to her as she’s sitting on the hood of her car that she parked in the middle of the field behind the school. “You’re going to get in trouble for parking out here,” I yell out to her although there’s a smile on my face that won’t go away. It’s at odds with the gloomy weather. The overcast sky threatening to rain although nothing’s come down yet. I can see the storm ready to break right above us, but we’re dry. So, so cold, but dry.
“Why did you park out here?” I question her like she’s lost it although she must’ve had a good reason to park her car in the field.
I feel light but so cold and my heart is heavy although I don’t know why. Or why I’m wearing these scrubs. They’re scrubs, aren’t they? I do want to be a nurse one day… confusion overwhelms me, putting a deep crease on my forehead. Why the hell did I wear this to school?
“We have to get to class,” I tell her, picking up my pace to get to her because I don’t think she can hear me and I’m so lost right now. The tall grass tickles my legs as it slips up the loose pants. I don’t remember how I got here or why we’re out here. I must’ve hit my head hard on something. Thank God I found her.
She doesn’t answer me, even when I bang my fist on the car. The metal is hard but it doesn’t hurt like I expect it to. That’s when I realize how quiet it is.
Is there even class? There’s no one else here, no one on the roads. A shiver runs down my arms, making me cross them as I look up to Cami.
“Cami!” This time when I call her name, she looks at me, peering down from where she is on the roof of the hood of the car.
“Hey,” she says, but her voice sounds so far away. There’s something wrong with my hearing. There must be. I really did hit my head.
“What are you doing out here?” I question her and the wind whips away my words. I can hear each one being moved in the air, further away from Cami. I stare down the empty field, watching the overgrown grass blow as if I can see what I’ve just spoken hiding among the dried-out crops.
The cold slips down my spine. “We have to go inside,” I tell Cami with all seriousness. There’s something wrong. I can feel it. And it’s far too cold to kick it out here. “Hey, let’s go inside,” I suggest to her again and this time my hearing is fine. It’s fine. Everything is fine.
“This is where I like to stay. Sometimes Derek comes back here and if he’s not here, I can still remember our first kiss right over there.” She points off into the field.
“You and Derek?” I ask her, shocked and when I blink, I remember. Like a forgotten dream. “That’s right!” I say and the smile grows larger on my face. “You two,” I say as hope blooms but then fades and I don’t know why.
I feel like I’ve lost days or maybe weeks. Why don’t I remember?
“Come sit with me for a minute? We have some time,” Cami says in an eerily calm manner but it eases something in me. I just want to talk to her, to be beside her, so I agree. Climbing on top of the car, I sit next to her but when we brush shoulders, she’s so cold.
“Are you okay?”
“Oh, yeah, I’m fine, just reminiscing. It’s so good to see you. You have no idea.”
Something is definitely wrong. It all feels so wrong. “We should go,” I warn her again. “It’s going to rain and it’s so cold.”
“It won’t rain,” she tells me and smiles. Her lips are a beautiful shade of red. The color is from matching lipsticks we got together when we got our friendship rings. “I promise it won’t rain.”
“Hey, I got you coffee, but I think it’s cold.” In an instant, the surrounding environment changes to a house I don’t recognize but it seems familiar. My stomach sinks and lightheadedness nearly makes me topple over. What the hell just happened? Fear chokes me and I feel sick.
We were just at the school. We were at the school.
“Cami, there’s something wrong. I’m not okay.” Gripping the hood of the car, I clench my teeth and try to calm the terror that rides through me. “I’m hallucinating or something.”
Slowly, my eyes open and just like I thought, we’re suddenly in front of a house. There’s a red door. And I know I know this house. It scares me. The memories of it evade me still, but I’m terrified.
“I want to go,” I say and my voice is firm this time but Cami grips my wrist with her ice-cold grasp.
The shudder that runs through me stops my heart. Or was it already stopped? I can’t feel it anymore. I can’t feel anything.
“I’m scared,” I plead with her. I’m never scared. So little is able to scare me but I’m not okay right now, I’m not at all okay. “Something’s wrong.”
“I’m sorry,” she says and she’s quick to pull back. “I’m sorry,” she repeats with less shock and more finality. “I forget sometimes.”
Sitting on the edge of the car, I debate running, but my head spins and I think I’m going to be sick.
“Don’t think about it right now. Don’t think about that night or why you feel the way you do. Just… just talk to me please. Please. I miss you so much. Even when I see you, I miss you still.”
Her light blue eyes gloss over and I get back to where I was, crawling closer to her and huddling together, my knees in my chest.
“You don’t have to miss me. I’m right here,” I say to comfort her even though something’s wrong. I’m vigilant, looking out for whatever is coming. Something’s coming, I know it.
“What’s wrong?” I ask her.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak out. It’s just that sometimes I’m so sorry.”
“I don’t understand.” It’s even colder here than it was in the field.
“Don’t be scared.”
“I’m terrified,” I confess to her, beseeching her to get off this car and go back. Back home, back… back… I don’t remember where we were.
“I don’t like it here. I don’t… Cami, I want to get the hell out of here,” I practically yell at her but I don’t mean to. “I’m just so scared.”
“There’s no reason to be.”
“Cami, stop. This isn’t funny.” Trying to reason with her is… it can’t be done.
“I think you should remember. Sometimes we go back to a happy place and I couldn’t know what yours was. I’m so sorry.”
“Remember what?” At my question, she places her hand in mine and there’s warmth, the only warmth that surrounds us, but it’s followed by a flood of memories.
Slowly, each one taking its time.
Bringing me back to yesterday. To the sight of my body lying in a bed.
I have to rip my hand away to hold my stomach.
“He’s okay,” Cami whispers. “Please,” she begs me, wrapping her arm around my shoulders and I lean into her, the tears streaming down my face. “Don’t leave me. It’s okay. You’re okay. I’ve just missed you so much.”
Wiping my eyes haphazardly, I come to the conclusion that it’s only a nightmare. Or maybe a twisted dream. I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.
“I miss you,” I manage to say, as if… if this is real, I could at least tell her that.
This is all a torturous nightmare. It has to be.
“I miss you too.” She brushes her shoulder against mine again and this time it’s not so cold. “At least I get to see you sometimes.”
I wonder if it’s her I’ve been seeing, the girl in the diner but as I’m thinking it, she shakes her head.
“You have to stop being so sad, you know?” Cami gives me a half smile and swings her legs down the front of the car.
“I’m not sad.”
“You’re a horrible liar,” she tells me and I don’t know why I lied to her.
“I feel so guilty,” I admit. Thinking back on that day, the day here in this house. The last time I ever saw her or it. “It was supposed to be me.”
“We don’t get to know fate,” she tells me as if it doesn’t matter. As if her dying wasn’t a horrible tragedy. It was horrible and the worst thing in the world. She wasn’t supposed to die. It was supposed to be me. She should have had a full life. She was sunshine in a world that desperately needs it.
I can only shake my head, everything coming back so much clearer. I want to wake up. I need to wake up from this nightmare. “I miss you so much. You’ll never know how much I wish it had been me.”
“You know what I was thinking all the while when I was in your house and they were hurting me?”
When she squeezes my hand, it’s warm, so warm, as if she’s really here with me. I hold hers with both of mine. I wish this weren’t a dream. I wish this were real.
“I was hoping that you wouldn’t come back home until they were gone. I’d made that decision, Laura. They thought I was you and I let them believe that. That was my choice.”
It kills me to hear her say that and I search my mind for any part of me that would think she’d want that.
“It’s not okay. It was supposed to be me.”
“All the while I kept thinking of what excuse I would give if you walked in. How I could convince them that you were only a friend and to beg them to let me send you away. That’s how I made it through it all. There were so many lies I could tell if you did come home. It was quick you know, in the scope of things.”
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper.
“You shouldn’t be. It wasn’t in your control.”
Her skin looks so youthful. She hasn’t aged a day, but her eyes are full of a wisdom that she didn’t have before.
“Even as I was lying there dying, I prayed for you to not come home until they were really gone. Then I heard them leave and all I could think then was that I hoped Seth found me and not you or Derek. He wouldn’t have let you see.”
She rocks me as I hold her tight, wishing I could go back.
“You know what, though? What I’m really looking forward to?”
Wiping my eyes, I take in a shaky inhale to ask her, “What?”
“Babies and sometimes young kids can see us. Sometimes they know and I think it’s because they don’t know better to be scared or maybe it’s because of something else I don’t know. But I’m hoping he’ll be able to see me.”
The second she says “he,” I see my son. I see a flash of him. In a little plastic box with wires attached to his chest and I gasp as I pull back from her.
I hate this nightmare. I want to wake up. Please let me wake up.
“My baby,” I say and put both hands against my flat stomach and silently pray for him to kick. To tell me he’s all right.
“He’s all right. I’ve made it my mission to watch over him.” Cami smiles so bright and so wide as she adds, “He looks so much like you.”
“You saw him?” I question her and a panic sets in. “I haven’t held him. I need to make sure he’s all right.” I close my eyes tight, trying to see him again. I need to get back to him. My little prince.
“You should probably wake up; they need you.”
“Come with me,” I beg her and I don’t know why. I know this is only a dream. One I both love and hate. One that scares me and one that I cling to. “I miss you too much.”
“Hey, I’m already there. Every time you remember me, a part of me is there. It’s why I like to stay in the field. Derek has the friendship ring… he knows I picked out these rings specifically because the pattern on the bands looks like the little daisy flowers on the edge of the cornfield where we first kissed, you know. It makes me laugh really. I got them for us, but anything that had to do with us always had to do with them… didn’t it? It was supposed to be the four of us together forever. Did you tell him that when you gave it to him? Because he says that a lot.”
“How did you know?” I question out loud how she would know that I gave the ring to Derek at the bar that night, but of course, she’s only a figment of my own imagination.
She smiles knowingly and shakes her head, as if she read my mind. But of course she did.
“He started dating girls who looked nothing like me, intentionally… as if blondes aren’t his type. Isn’t that…” she trails off and simply huffs then shakes her head. “He doesn’t want to love again but that only makes me cry harder here. I can feel his pain.” She admits that to me with tears in her eyes. “One day he’ll be happy again. One day he’ll love a girl and just to spite him, I hope she looks just like me,” she jokes and wipes under her eyes. “He needs to love again. That’s what I’m waiting for in that field. For him to tell me how he found someone. I love him too much to ever want him to be lonely. Would you tell him that? Please, tell him that.”
“I’ll tell him. I promise.”
“I love you, babe,” she whispers and then she tells me to go. I don’t even get a chance to tell her I love her back before she’s vanished and my world turns black.





SETH
There was one rule Laura made that I always followed. All the others I broke. I kept the lights on constantly, which she hated. I came home late and made too much noise. I did all sorts of shit that broke her rules.
But I never woke her up in the morning. No fucking way. I did once and I learned my lesson.
The memory makes me a huff a bit of laughter as I sit in the uncomfortable blue chair in the corner of her room. It’s too small for my frame and too hard to sink into. The bags under my eyes feel heavy and exhaustion, both physical and emotional, have beat me down into a man I don’t recognize.
The memory of her when she woke up before she was ready, years ago when we were first dating, will always make me smile though. I can’t help it. She’s an angel, heaven sent just for me, but a demon if woken up before her alarm goes off. It’s what caused her to shove me away for the first time. True bitterness from being woken up when she had twenty more minutes.
My Babygirl needed her beauty sleep. Or else she turned into a gremlin spewing curses.
So I never woke her up and if I had to, I’d sneak out of the room before she could see me. I’d never make it obvious that I was the reason she was up so I could hide from her wrath.
Another short laugh makes my shoulders shake and that warmth from the countless memories of her shuffling her bare feet while she made her way into the kitchen, desperate for coffee, mixes with profound sadness.
She looks so beautiful when I think that she’s just sleeping in. She’s just having a wonderful dream and she doesn’t want me to wake her up.
When reality comes back though, the smile falls and there’s not an ounce of warmth. It’s hard to feel anything other than cold and dreadful. It kills me to see her like that. She needs to wake up. I’m dying without her.
“You have to wake up, Babygirl,” I plead with her for the thousandth time. “Little prince has another surgery today.” My voice tightens as I speak and I’m barely holding it together. “He did really well with the first one, you’d be proud.”
They’re pressuring me to give him a name. There’s so much paperwork and they said I need to do it soon, but I can’t name him without her. “You have to wake up. I can’t do this alone.”
I sit back in the chair, wiping my eyes harshly, pretending like I’m not the shell of the man I was. “I told him you were proud and then I told him about that time you helped Derek after the surgery on his arm. You remember that?”
I keep asking her questions like one of them will do the trick. One of them will wake her up. She’s going to answer one of them. She’s stubborn like that. She can’t let me get the last word in. That’s the girl I fell in love with. She’s going to answer me one of these days and I’ll be so grateful for her to wake up and put me in my place.
My heel taps on the floor as I grow restless in the stiff chair. I thought the smell of flowers would do it, so I lined this room with them. Two dozen vases and then some. The windowsill is lined with them. All sorts of colorful petals from wildflowers, sunflowers, and orchids. But none of them got a reaction at all from her. I thought a kiss, a squeeze of her hand, something, anything would let her know I’m here and she should wake up.
But she only lies there, not responding to anything.
So now I talk and pretend she can hear. Sometimes I hear her answers. Maybe I’m just crazy at this point. I hope somewhere inside of her, she’s listening and that she knows I keep the vases full of water and the second the flowers wilt, I get her fresh ones. I hope she can feel that I kiss her temple, then her jaw, and then her lips every morning and every night. I desperately hope she knows I’m doing the best I can with our baby boy but he’s not doing so well.
He’s a fighter, but he’s far too young to have to fight this hard. It’s not fair. It’s not supposed to be this way.
“The doctors said the likelihood of survival is lower for this surgery than the first but if he makes it, then he’ll have a very good shot,” I say then have to pause, closing my eyes and resting my forehead in my hand, my elbow on my knee. My throat is so tight and dry. I’ve been through hell and still I know it’s nothing compared to what he’s been through. “He’s a fighter like you and it was either choose not to do the surgery and say goodbye, or do the surgery and fight.”
I pretend I don’t hear the tears drip onto my pants and I don’t feel them rolling down my overgrown stubble. “He’s a fighter,” I repeat, swallowing harshly and squaring my shoulders. “He’s got fire in his blood like you do. You should feel the way he holds my hand.” I’m here to protect her and him, because I’m supposed to be the strong one. I will be steady for them through this storm. No matter what happens in the end.
“He’s going to make it,” I tell her although my voice is tighter than I want. Wiping my eyes, I add, “He has you for a mom, how could he not make it through?”
My question is only answered with the click of the heater turning on. I get up to brush the back of my fingers along her cheek, making sure she’s not too hot, not too cold. The salty taste on my lips is from my tears and when I selfishly kiss her, I hope she can taste it. I hate myself for thinking it, but she never did like to make anyone upset.
I hope she knows I’m crying without her. I hope she knows I’m breaking. What good is a broken king if he doesn’t have his queen? I’ve always been nothing without her.
“You should wake up,” I whisper. “He wants to hear your voice.”
“Hey.” Declan’s voice behind me snaps me back to reality. Brushing her hair from her face, I stand up straighter and pinch the bridge of my nose to get myself under control before turning to look at Declan. He has to know I’ve lost it, but he doesn’t let on; he’s quiet as I gather composure.
“What’s going on?” I question Declan, finally turning around to see him slipping his hands into the pockets of his jeans. I should wear jeans and a black shirt like he is. They wrinkle less. Not that it would matter with the way I look. Disheveled and wrecked just the same, regardless of what clothes I wear.
“Just checking in.” It’s been weeks of the Cross brothers doing rotations. Jase is here a lot with Bethany and I’m grateful for it although Bethany’s been breaking down more and more. It’s killing her too. Three weeks is a long time for someone to not wake up from surgery. But she’s going to. Our baby will make it out of surgery with flying colors and then Laura will make it out of this. I have no other choice than to believe that’s the truth.
Declan stays in the doorway until I pull the chair around the dresser and closer to the one I’m sitting in. “Have a seat,” I tell him, leaning back and sucking in a steadying breath.
The constant beep, beep, beep never lets up as we talk.
“I found a letter in your room,” Declan tells me, then reaches in his back pocket. All the while my pulse stalls and my blood turns colder, knowing he’ll pull out the letter I wrote. “Care to explain it?”
He must’ve been snooping for something to find it. That’s my first thought, but then I forget where I left it and when was the last time I even looked at it. It could have been on the fucking coffee table for all I know.
“How did you get that?” I ask as a chill lays itself across my shoulders.
“I went to your house because you need more clothes and shit.”
I stare at the letter.
The deal with Marcus; the only way out. My explanation to Declan once I did what I had to do. I had to explain to make sure they understood. I knew they’d get it. They’d understand why I had to do it. They would protect her when I was gone.
I decided the day I bought the fan for little prince’s room. I knew I didn’t have a lot of time, so I started getting his room together. I was so sure I’d get everything done. I would have everything planned for Laura. She’d never worry again in her entire life.
“What’s this about?” Declan asks.
We haven’t talked business since the day of the accident. I’ve been waiting for them to confront me. None of them have.
Until now.
“It’s the deal I made,” I confess to him, feeling a prick dance down my spine, making it harder, straighter. When his gaze meets mine, I clarify, “With Marcus.”
Declan’s gaze falls to the linoleum floor and I swear the heat turns off just because I said the name Marcus.
“He made a promise to me. He would save Laura if I killed one of the Cross brothers.”
There was never a choice as to which one and Marcus knew it. Daniel, Jase and Carter have their significant others. Carter just had a baby himself. When their pictures showed, all three of them lined up, I couldn’t even look at the other two. I didn’t have to choose; Marcus knew because I could only look at Declan.
I tell the Cross brothers Declan is meeting at one place.
I tell Declan another.
I remember Marcus’s exact words: Pick a Cross brother to die. You do the deed.
One of the brothers. All alone. That’s the deal.
A life for a life.
“It took me a long time to find a loophole. But I did.”
“And this is it?” he questions, waving the letter before tossing it down on Laura’s bed. I don’t like it there. Something so impure shouldn’t touch her. It shouldn’t be anywhere near her, so I pick it up.
“He told me to kill one of you and he’d save her. He promised he’d save her first, so… so as far as the deal goes, it’s nonexistent. None of it matters anymore.”
“But this letter?” Declan questions.
“As far as I could tell, the only reason he’d have me do it, was so that the remaining brothers would kill me. I’m sure it was a test in one way or another. I couldn’t see clearly; all I could think about was Laura.” Just saying her name makes me close my eyes and grip the armrests. I would do anything for her. “I could have told you but then he said he would stop the motions that had started that would save Laura. I couldn’t tell anyone. I was trapped. So I agreed.”
“But this letter?” he repeats, more anger and impatience showing.
“I could never kill you. I could kill myself, but then he’d go after Laura. He said he’d be there to make sure it was me so it had to take place. I lied to him and said I’d do it.” My gaze shifts from Laura to Declan as I confide in him. “But I wanted you to kill me instead.”
“So… once Laura was well and Marcus had done his part, I planned to give you the address like he told me to. I’d go, I’d lift my gun and when I fired the blanks, you’d kill me. I would honor my deal with Marcus and by that point, Laura would be safe and healthy. And I wrote the letter with the intent of sending it the day of the meet. That way you’d all know the truth, so you’d protect Laura in case Marcus didn’t feel that I held up my end as best as I could. You couldn’t know. If you knew, he’d know. I didn’t see another way.”
“You thought I’d kill you?” he asks me with a dull tone, not even looking at me.
“If I raised a gun to you? If I fired?” I pause, feeling all the agony of my decision again. “I knew you would. I had to leave you the letter so you knew it was only to save Laura. She had a life here before I came back into it. She was happy. She loved it. She would find that again. I didn’t want you to carry the weight that you’d shot me. It was my decision and I needed you all to still love her. To still protect her—”
“You were ready to die.”
“To protect her? To end all of the bad shit in her life that follows her because of me?” As I speak, my voice raises and I hate myself even more. Whenever we’re together, bad shit rains down on her. It was the only choice. She was happy once without me; she’d be happy again. One day. And I would have everything prepared for her. All the money I’ve made, plus the house would be set up for her and our little boy. The Cross brothers would protect her because they’d owe me. She would be safe forever. It would have been worth it.
“All of this is because of me. I’d leave her the money and everything she’d ever need. You’d protect her. There are more of you than there are of me and I’ve already failed her so many times. She would finally be safe.” Maybe he doesn’t understand because he doesn’t love someone like I love her.
“If I’m not there… it was the solution to everything. And then this happened.”
“You could have just killed me,” he offers, looking dejected as he stares at Laura’s motionless body hidden under the chenille throw from the living room.
“I could never kill you.” My throat’s tight just thinking about that. “You and Jase … you’re family… you guys are the only friends I have. The only semblance of a family I’ve known for years.”
I try to lighten it up and my next comment gets a huff of a laugh from Declan. “Besides, if I did that, your brothers would kill me…” The half-smile on my face that matches his falters when I add, “And then she wouldn’t be protected. There are more of you than there are of me. And a family. A real family.” The last part hurts the most. She deserves that. She’s never had one, not since her grandmother died, but she has one now. I couldn’t take that away from her. “Our son deserves that too.”
“You’re talking like you aren’t a part of our family. Like you’re not one of us. When did that change? When did you decide to leave?”
“When the idea of killing you was something I actually considered.” Looking him in the eyes, it’s hard to admit it. “It was only a moment, but I considered it. I don’t deserve to be your family and—”
“Bullshit.” He’s quick to cut me off with a venom I don’t anticipate. “You don’t get to just leave. You’re still like a brother to me.”
“I’m sorry,” is all I can say, truly feeling like less of a man.
“So, that? That’s what you were going to do?” he asks me in a tone that makes me sick as he points to the folded letter.
“A life for a life. That was the deal. Mine for hers is what I decided.” I lean closer to him, making sure he looks me in the eye as I add, “I’d make that deal any day.”
He shakes his head, staring at me like he doesn’t even know me. “And here I thought you were coming to terms with killing me,” he says as his expression changes to one of sympathy and sorrow, “not that you were coming to terms with your own death.”
Beep, beep, beep.
The monitor is steady as I process what he’s saying.
“We wired the warehouse before you went in. We couldn’t let you go alone, and we had arranged for backup. We were ready to protect you if anything happened.”
“You knew?” Disbelief shows in my tone. Betrayal creeps in.
“Yes, of course we did. And Marcus knows we wired it because once you left, he told Walsh he had to stop the eavesdroppers and everything went out.”
“You knew this whole time.” I can’t fucking believe it. My hand scrubs down my face. “You fucking knew?” I snap at him, hating them for putting me through this shit when I was already suffering. I fucking died more and more every day keeping it all to myself.
“Carter wanted to know what you’d do. I told him you wouldn’t go through with it.” His tone holds condolences. “I knew you wouldn’t.”
“I can’t breathe.”
“Did you think we didn’t know?”
“How would I ever think you’d know?” I practically sneer, betrayal but also relief running through me.
“He played you.”
“And he didn’t save her.” The words are torn from me. “That was all that mattered. And he didn’t save her.” My anger doesn’t mean shit. The reality is that it didn’t happen. In another life, in an alternate story, I died to save her. But this is what’s real. I’m alive and she’s… Please, Babygirl, wake up.
“I’m sorry.” Declan’s words are the sincerest he’s been since he stepped into the room. His hand lands on my shoulder. “She’s going to make it.”
It’s quiet for a moment and I take the time to lean forward and hold her hand. As my thumb brushes against her knuckles, I keep praying she’ll squeeze my hand.
Any sign. I just need any sign.
“I came here to tell you I got a note from Marcus.”
Hate mixes with absolute contempt in my blood. I let her hand go, unwilling to hold her while I feel like this. He was supposed to make her better. Instead, now she’s here. I would have given him more for him to do it faster. Why didn’t he help her? He said he could help her.
“He wants to meet with me. Doesn’t say why. Just lists an address and a time.”
“I guess this is his backup plan,” I snidely comment.
On the edge of my vision, Declan shrugs. “If he wanted me dead, he could easily do it.”
My gaze doesn’t move from Laura’s lips, down to the curve of her neck.
“I never should have made a deal with him.” I finally look at Declan. “I never should have said I’d help him with shit.”
“You did what you had to do.”
“Hey.” The sound of Jase’s voice comes in along with a knock.
“You’re supposed to knock first,” Declan reprimands him although it lacks strength.
Jase glances at Laura but not for long. He never looks at her for long. I know what he’s thinking: She’s already gone.
Pulling up the final chair in the room, he drags it over to where we are and sits with us.
But first he puts a vase on the windowsill. A single rose in a simple vase. I take that time to calm down as best I can.
I watch him and I know he can see the question in my eyes. “She didn’t have any red roses in here. I thought a red rose… you should get her roses.”
He clears his throat as he sits down.
“You talk to him?” he asks Declan and he nods in response.
“Good,” is all Jase gives him in response.
Looking past Declan I question him, “You aren’t going to ask him what I said? What I was going to do?”
He shakes his head and says, “I don’t need to. I know you’d never do it.”
Struggling to feel deserving of his trust, I press my back to the chair and sit there, my elbows on my knees, my hands clasped in front of me.
“You might think we don’t know you, Seth King. But we know you. All of us do. And you’d never betray us.”
“I feel like I betrayed her.” I can’t help but give the statement just under my breath. She was supposed to be safe with me, and I couldn’t protect her.
“Bethany’s with little prince,” Jase comments, thankfully changing the conversation. “Did you think of a name for him?”
Emotions make my answer tight as I say, “I’m waiting for her to wake up.”
I can’t look at them when I say that, because then they’d see the doubt that breaks my chest in half as I look at her.
“Don’t get mad.”
I lift my gaze to Declan’s, ready to tell him if he feels the need to lead with that, then he knows I’m going to be pissed.
“I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” he emphasizes, his hands in the air in a defensive gesture.
“If… if Laura doesn’t wake up and little man downstairs is released… He’s with us, right? He’s not going anywhere even if… Laura….” He has the decency not to finish.
“He’s my son,” I answer him adamantly with an edge of a threat.
“Of course.” Jase is quick to agree with me and Declan follows suit.
“I know, I know. I was just making sure we’re on the same page is all. Same plan. We stick to the same plan as before.”
“Regardless of what happens, I’ll take care of him. I’ll be the father Laura would have wanted me to be.”
I don’t like talking about her like she’s not here anymore, when she’s right in front of us.
I have to cover my face with my right hand to keep from fucking crying. It’s all I can do to hold myself together.
“Hey.” Jase keeps talking, like I’m not entirely breaking down. “You know adopted kids, they say they look like their adopted parents. It’s because of the facial expressions. When you’re around someone so much, you start to mimic the way they say things, do things, it’s what makes a person a person. So even though... biologically speaking, he’s... you know. He could still look like you and no one would ever know.”
It takes a long time for me to even breathe, let alone think about what Jase just told me. I know his intent was to make me feel better or distract me, but all I can think of is that in that picture, Laura’s not there.
After a long moment, I tell them, but I plead with Laura, holding her hand in both of mine. “He can’t be left with just me.”





LAURA
I’m in and out. It’s the first time I’m aware of it. Aware of the fact that I’m in a hospital bed. Although it smells like I’m in a field of wildflowers. It’s wonderful, but I want to see Seth; I want to hold my son. I keep hearing bits of his voice in the distance and they’re talking about little prince. I just want to open my eyes so badly.
Trying to wake up has never been so difficult.
I struggle to listen and sometimes it’s easy, sometimes it’s all black. I’m not falling though, not anymore. There’s no dip in my stomach, no wind rushing around me. I’m simply still. Motionless. Waiting and unable to do anything but struggle to listen.
Sometimes it’s Bethany’s voice, sometimes it’s Seth. Sometimes it’s the nurses like it is today.
What are they saying? I swear my eyebrows pinch; I can feel it happening. Just wake up! Frustration is overwhelming until I hear their conversation.
“I’m telling you.” A hissed voice is hushed as she speaks. “It’s the sweets.”
My fingers move, I know they do. It’s only a centimeter at most. But they moved. Wait, what did they say?
“For the love of God, it was just a vial in her pocket, there was none of it in her system.”
Are they talking about me? I didn’t have a vial in my pocket.
“That was a good heart,” the second voice says. I got a heart. I have a heart. A wave of warmth flows through me from head to toe. Disbelief and elation swarm through me. The steady beeping corresponds to the pounding in my chest. I wish I could feel true relief, but I’m so scared that I can’t move, and I can’t speak. I’m terrified every time this happens… unless Seth is here. Where’s Seth?
“She killed herself on the table.” The comment is made harshly. All I can do is try to move my fingers again. Please, move, some part of me move.
“I still can’t believe she did that. I can’t believe that poor woman killed herself.”
What? No I didn’t. I try to swallow so I can scream at the woman making accusations that aren’t true but it’s so dry it hurts. Fuck, it all hurts. Writhing is futile, there’s no escape from my still state.
“She tried to kill herself before even being on that table…”
“I don’t understand why. I liked her. She was so sweet, always bringing in the hats for the babies and the random flowers.”
I stop trying to do anything but listen to them.
“I was shocked too but then I got to thinking, why was she always here? For months that blonde was hanging out on the benches at the park constantly. She’d be in the lobby all the time…” The one nurse’s voice trails off.
“You know she was troubled and she was mourning.” The second nurse’s tone is riddled with remorse.
The first female voice, the skeptic who first brought up the sweets, says, “I think she’d decided she was going to kill herself here and she was just waiting for the guts to do it.”
“Then why do it at a hospital where we could save her if she really meant it? It doesn’t make sense.”
“I’d like to believe she didn’t want to die, but when she did it on the table….”
“Well either way, it’s a bloody miracle she did it when she did.”
“And how she did it… if she had bled out, that heart wouldn’t have been any good.”
“I don’t want to talk about this. It’s too much.”
“That’s too much? Of everything you’ve seen.”
“Just stop… what’s her pulse?”
“It’s high.”
“Give her more meds.”
“You know they say she’s one of them.”
“What?”
“The blonde girl… the one whose heart this one got. The one with the sweets in her pocket. Maybe God didn’t want anyone else to have that heart. And that’s why she’s not waking up.”
“One of them? Like one of… Marcus’s?” I barely hear her when she whispers, but still the goosebumps run down my arms. Do they see it? Can they tell that I can hear them? I can hear you!
“Yes. You know she is. One of the troubled ones.”
“No, we don’t know that. As far as I know, that man, Marcus, doesn’t even exist. She was a sad woman who lived a horrible life and went through hell. She didn’t want to go through it anymore. That’s all. And luckily, she happened to end her life the moment that this woman needed her heart. Like I said, it’s a bloody miracle.”
“What the hell are you two doing?” A third voice interrupts the morbid conversation.
A woman killed herself… she killed herself and I got her heart as a result? If I was capable, I’d be sick. I’d be physically sick. Everything processes slowly. A blonde who hung out. A blonde who was waiting to kill herself.
As it stands, I’m merely lightheaded and feeling the edge of my world turn cold and dark.
Their conversation is barely audible and only pieces are heard.
The blonde girl.
The sweets.
Why isn’t she waking up?
I hear them, but I can’t answer. I can’t question them. A blonde girl. For the longest time, all I can see, all I can think about is Cami. But when sleep pulls me under, I remember the girl in the coffee shop. The girl who looked so much like her. The girl who gave me chills.
I hope I remember when I wake up. But the conversations blur and the next time I’m in and out, I don’t remember anything, but I can move my fingers that much more.
   
BEEP, beep. My head hurts. My body’s stiff.
When I open my eyes, all I want to do is rub the tired ache from them but I can barely move my arm. It feels as if I’ve run a marathon and I can’t even stand power walking. Everything is so damn sore.
Rolling my head to the side, I feel the groan before I hear it leave me.
Fuck, it all hurts.
“Miss Roth, Miss Roth,” I hear someone say. The voice is peppy and comes from my right. “I’m Nurse Hale.”
My blurry vision comes into focus to show me a young brunette woman, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. Her blue scrubs are loose on her. She’s a tiny little thing and her feminine tone matches her aesthetic.
“Water.” Before the word is even fully out of my mouth, I hear her pour a cup of it but then she’s frantic, looking for a straw.
“A straw, a straw… she’s up! Page neurology.” I don’t know who she tells the last part to, but she’s in my face with a plastic straw and I greedily suck it down.
It smells like flowers. Like heaven. As I pull my knees up, stretching my aching muscles, I feel my chenille throw, my favorite throw from the sofa and I pull it close to me, smelling it. It usually smells like Seth. Like his cologne or his body wash. Right now it doesn’t and my chest feels hollow.
“Seth,” I say, whispering his name, feeling the loss and suddenly very scared to be in a hospital.
“He’s here, he’s just waiting downstairs. Let me get him for you,” she says and the nurse rushes her words out, obviously excited but I reach up, gripping her arm.
“Wait,” I say and my heart races, but it’s different. It’s a steady gallop. “What happened?”
The smile slips from the nurse’s pretty face.
“Do you know who you are?” she asks me.
“Laura Roth.” She nods at my answer, holding my hand and taking a seat on the edge of my bed.
“And do you know where you are?”
“Hospital. I know… I know I was waiting on a transplant… I…” The memories come back slowly. Delilah… the accident. “I was hit by a car.”
“Yes, and you suffered a number of injuries, most of them minor and healed now. In the process you also got a heart transplant.”
“And my baby?” I ask and my voice is strained. My hands pressed to my stomach that’s obviously flat. My eyes are watery.
“He’s downstairs, survived the delivery, had an immediate surgery and then two more. He’s a trooper and a sweet, happy, healthy baby boy.”
“He’s healthy?” Overwhelming emotions force me to cover my mouth. As she nods, all I can think is that we made it. We’re okay. We’re all okay.
“It was a rough road, a bit touch and go for him at first, but he’s much better now.” She continues, “Your… significant other, Seth, is downstairs with him in pediatrics as we speak. I’ll go tell them you’re awake.”
Before she can stand, I tell her to wait. “I just… I need a minute.”
“I understand. You’ve been in here for quite some time. It’s been almost a month.”
A month. That knowledge is crushing. I’ve been in here for a month? My hands shake and I cover my face again, lifting my legs up and holding my knees to my chest.
“The doctors will be in shortly to make sure everything’s all right.”
I can only nod, my forehead resting against the blanket. The sweet nurse rubs my back the entire time.
“The important thing is that you got a new heart, the surgery went well, and now you’re all right. We were worried you weren’t going to wake up.”
As I sit there, gathering my composure and swallowing down the fact that a month of my life is gone, my baby boy is here, and I have a steady heartbeat, little memories start to come back. Overheard conversations.
“You were very lucky that a heart happened to become available when you were brought in. If someone had planned it, it couldn’t have been more perfect timing.”
A distant memory comes back. A conversation.
“From the blonde who killed herself.”
“What?” The shock in her voice makes me raise my gaze to the wide-eyed woman.
“I heard you talking. Or your friend. I don’t remember.” My head hurts and I need more water. She holds it for me, apologizing profusely for her lack of professionalism.
“You couldn’t have known that I could hear.”
“I’m so sorry, Miss Roth.” She looks mortified.
“I won’t tell anyone,” I offer her with a smile and then take another large gulp. “Who is she? The woman?”
“I didn’t know her personally.”
“But you knew of her? A few of you did.”
“She was a troubled woman, about your age. She’d been in before for overdose; it was an attempted suicide. And then she hung around outside and donated baby blankets she’d crocheted. She was here a lot… and then when you came in, it wasn’t even ten minutes later that she arrived and tried to cut herself out front. We brought her in and before we could do anything…”
She doesn’t finish, but I remember what the one nurse said. “She cut her throat open.”
“Yes. There was no way to save her. It wasn’t a cry for help.” Her somber voice drops even lower. “She was just ready to go. And she happened to be a match for you, so…”
“I’m freezing,” I comment to change the subject and pull the throw around my shoulders. I feel awful for the poor girl. Benefiting from her sadness feels so wrong.
“Hey… she may have died, but she was able to save you. And that’s a beautiful silver lining if ever there was one.”
All I can do is force a tight smile. “I am happy to be alive.”
“You’re not the only one… do you want to see your baby?”





SETH
“ One time, we’d only been dating for…” I rack my memory, trying to place the moment as I rock in the chair. Our little boy likes to hear stories about us. In the last few weeks I’ve learned the more I talk to him, the longer he sleeps. So I tell him stories and our little prince naps in between bottles. Three more days of him doing this well, and we’ll be able to leave. It’s both the best news and the worst, because Laura still hasn’t woken up.
I only tell him the good parts to make sure he has the sweetest dreams and it helps me too, to remember all the moments in my life with Laura. They are the best memories I have.
I let my nose fall to his little head, where his soft baby hair tickles my nose as I kiss his noggin. Turning my cheek to his head so my breath doesn’t disturb him, I tell him, “We’d been dating for a few months. Back then, your mommy didn’t want to believe I loved her. And I know I didn’t love her as much as I do now, but I swear I did. She was strong and beautiful and even though I knew I wasn’t good enough for her, I still wanted to kiss her because I thought it would make her happy and I wanted so badly to make her happy.”
My voice breaks for a moment and I close my eyes, rocking him. It happens sometimes, when the reality creeps in and the overwhelming sadness keeps me from being able to tell him the good parts.
“She loved me though. I could feel it. There’s this little piece inside of you,” I whisper as I rock him in the nursery. It’s only the two of us in this room. “There’s something inside of you and it tells you where to go. It always led me to your mommy, little prince. And I could feel it, I could see it in your mother’s eyes. She felt it too. So I knew if I waited long enough, she’d always come back to me.”
I open my eyes so they stay dry. They’re sore and bloodshot from not being able to sleep. How can I? When any moment she’s going to wake up for us. I know she will. She has to.
Swallowing thickly, I get back to my story, to the good part that our son needs to hear.
“This one time, she nearly said it. She almost said ‘I love you’ even though she wouldn’t even call me her boyfriend. Your mother… she’s a stubborn girl with a wild spirit but she’s so good to the ones she loves. She’s the best of any person I ever met and she loves so hard. She loves you. If she could tell you that now she would. She’s the kind of person who says it every day even when she’s angry. Even when she doesn’t know if it’ll last or if she’ll hear it back.
“She said it first and she told me all the time but I never said it back to her. I waited too long. Little prince, when you fall in love, you should tell the girl. Even if you don’t know if she’ll say it back. Or else you’ll end up like me, remembering all the times she said it and that moment she almost did where I wish I had said it instead of just kissing her.”
I almost ask him to promise me, but then I realize how ridiculous I am. This little life can’t promise me anything; I’m the one who should be making every promise to him.
“I’ll tell you every night just like she would have… like she will, I mean.” My throat gets tight and I take a moment to calm myself before promising him, “You’ll get all the good I have, little man. I’ll give you everything in the world and I’ll tell you every night too. I love you. Your mom loves you. And there’s so much love there from her, it’ll protect you always. We’ll make it, you and me, because she loves us so much we don’t have a choice but to do otherwise. That’s what love does. That how strong it is. So when you feel it, say it, let them know. Something as strong as that shouldn’t be kept secret. I promise you I’ll show you that. I’ll prove it to you.”
I’m too busy talking to my son to see Nurse Morison in the doorway. But the moment I see her, I know something’s changed. My heart doesn’t beat until I grasp it fully.
“Mr. King, she’s awake.”





LAURA
I’ll never forget the look on Seth’s face. Even as I’m torn between the two, my small little prince wrapped up tight in a blue and white blanket, and the man I’ve loved my whole life.
I’ll never forget the relief and gratitude in his piercing blue eyes or the way his throat tightened and his strong jaw trembled just slightly as he whispered my name.
“Seth.” I wanted to say his name with strength but the single syllable is lost in a sob. My hands tremble as I reach up to him, the moment he closes the distance in only seconds.
His collared shirt, normally ironed and smooth, is a rumpled mess. The top buttons are undone, revealing his skin underneath. His pants look like he’s slept in them. The sight of him like this, a complete mess, my Prince Charming who’s been through hell and back, somehow living to tell the tale… that’s the sight before me. My hero. Forever my hero even in a life where the villains go unseen and there is no happily ever after in sight.
The gasp that comes from me is unexpected, but so is the sight of my baby boy’s face. His eyes are closed but he yawns and it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
Seth is gentle, ever so gentle when he lays my baby boy in my arms. My body rocks, my eyes close but only for a moment, only so much so that I can feel the overwhelming reprieve and devotion that envelops me. I have never felt like this. Safe and at peace. Seth’s stubble brushes my jaw when he kisses my cheek. It’s rough and comes with a wave of warm air that smells like him. That masculine smell that waits for me in the early morning on his pillow. The scent that comes with memories and sentiments of affection. It’s either that smell or the tender touch of his lips on my skin that brings mine to his in a heated embrace.
His lips mold to mine, brushing against them and then deepening. I can barely breathe; I can barely do anything but try to convince myself that this is real.
I get to live. I get to have the love of my life. And we get to keep our child.
The small sound of our baby boy interrupts the kiss and I hold my son closer to me. He’s so tiny, engulfed in the blanket and nestled against my chest. His little hands gripping the cloth between the two of us so tight. All I want in this world is to protect him, to make sure he lives the most blessed of lives. I will do everything I can so that he doesn’t live like we did. His life will be so much more than a series of tragic mistakes and running from the past.
“He looks like you.” That’s the first thing Seth says to me. With a broad smile on his face as his head falls in the crook of my neck and his hand slips around my waist. I hold on to our son and he holds on to me. Leaning my head against his, his hot tears leave a wet trail in the crook of my neck.
“We’ll give you two a minute,” Nurse Hale offers us, polite and only speaking loud enough to be heard as the two of us lose ourselves in the moment.

WE MADE IT OUT ALIVE. All of us. It’s a miracle and I’ll never take a second for granted. I’ll never run again because this is all I want. Seth King and our little prince.
“We’re okay?” I question Seth the moment the door to the hospital room shuts. Brushing the tear from under my eye and glancing down at our baby and then back to me, Seth nods, his expression adamant for the first time since he walked in here. “We’re better than okay,” he answers me, never breaking our gaze.
My inhale is shaky at best, not knowing how it’s possible, but grateful that I got my happily ever after.
“I love you,” I say, getting out the words just before Seth takes my head in his hands, giving me a searing kiss and then resting his forehead against mine.
“I love you too,” he whispers and kisses the tip of my nose.
He wipes under his own glossy eyes, staring at our baby boy while he reaches behind him to drag a chair closer to the hospital bed.
“When can we leave?” A gruff laugh leaves him at my question. “I just want to go home with you and him.”
“Well, we should probably name our son first,” he says as his large hand takes my free one and then with his other hand, he strokes the side of our baby’s face.
My son’s closed eyes scrunch, as if he doesn’t want to wake up and my baby wriggles in my arms.
“He’s so much bigger now,” Seth says with reverence and the admission tightens a vise around my heart. I remember what the nurse said. A month. I missed the first month of my son’s life.
“Is he…?” I trail off as my bottom lip wobbles ever so slightly.
Seth’s answer is everything that I need. “He’s perfect.”
He never stops stroking the side of our baby’s head as I gently rock him, not wanting to disturb him.
“He had to have a few surgeries and he was a champ through all of them.” As Seth talks, my inhales come in shaky and it takes everything not to cry even harder. I could drown in the sadness of what we’ve been through, or I can rock my perfect baby to sleep while the man I love tells me he loves me too.
I choose the latter.
“He loves to hear stories and I swear he knows your name,” Seth says and I look into his blue eyes, shining with devotion as he looks at the sweet bundle in my arms. I never stop rocking as he tells me our little man stops crying when Seth says, “Laura.” He pauses, like he’s waiting for the rest and Seth swears if he tells him some mushy story from when we first got together, he stops crying. He wants to hear the good stuff, that’s what Seth says.
Most importantly, he says so many times how much he loves us, the three of us.
I love us too. I love all of us and although it hurts how we got here; I’m so grateful that we did get here. This is all I ever wanted. To love and be loved and share that love with our little prince.
“Can we name him Cameron?” I ask Seth. Judging by the way he peers at me, with long-ago memories in his eyes, I think he knows why. “I just feel like…” My throat’s tight and I want to cry just thinking about Cami.
I don’t remember much, barely anything at all really. A month went by and all I did was sleep. There’s some part of me though that feels like she was holding my hand. Like I wouldn’t have gotten through any of this without her. Maybe I just miss her that much. Maybe there’s more to it, I don’t know. “I just want to remember her always and honor her in a way… is that… I don’t know. It’s—”
“I love it,” Seth says, cutting me off, kissing my cheek and preventing me from crying even more. “Yes. Yes, let’s name him Cameron.”





SETH
“ You’re growing so fast,” I say and my words are lost since they’re whispered to a sleeping baby boy. Even though he’s dreaming, he holds my thumb with all his might. His wrists are chubby, his cheeks full. He’s gaining weight and the pediatrician is happy with his progress.
We’re in the clear. It took three more days after Laura’s release, but we’re finally able to breathe now that we’re in the clear.
I never knew how much relief those words would bring me, doctors telling us we can all go home. Bring us.
“I love it when he holds my fingers like that.” Laura’s comment is gentle and comes from the open door to the nursery.
In only her silk robe that clings to her curves, she tempts me like she never has. Seeing her with our baby boy, little Cameron, makes me ache for her.
I’m already hard by the time her eyes move from Cameron to my gaze. She must know because even with only the faint light from the hallway behind her, I can see her blush rise up from her cheeks to her temple.
“You’re impossible,” she huffs humorlessly, wrapping her arms around her front. Her bare feet pad on the floor as she comes to me, although I know it’s only to scoop up Cameron into her arms.
We have another week before sex is an option. I am counting down every fucking hour.
She teases me even more, taking Cameron from me, but settling down into my lap. With my arms wrapped around her, I keep her close to me, smelling her fragrant hair as I sigh easily.
I never knew how badly I wanted this. Her with me and a child too. A family.
It’s more important than anything else, which is why I’m continuing to lay low, only running the bar for the Cross brothers… indefinitely. I don’t ever want Laura or our son mixed up in anything else. So I took a step back and everyone was on board with that.
“I want a million more,” I comment and with my admission, our little prince stirs in Laura’s arms.
She only laughs, soft and easy. Her shoulders shake against my chest with it and then she rocks Cameron. I expect her to joke about another being too much or that I’m just ridiculous. She doesn’t though. “I do too,” she whispers.
“Could you not sleep?” I ask her.
“I got six hours straight,” she answers with a smile and then looks deep into my eyes, still rocking our baby as she adds, “I dreamed I was missing you two.”
A soft hum leaves me, vibrating down my chest and she snuggles in closer to me.
As much as I love this, as much as I want to live in this moment forever, I know what day it is.
The reminder makes me hold Laura closer to me. I kiss her temple, her hair tickling my nose when I do, trying not to think about what’s going on outside these walls.
I want to stay here forever with her. In love with her and loved by her.
Declan told me it was all right. He said the note told him he had to go alone and there was nothing I could do. Still, I want to know what happens. I need to know this shit with Marcus is over. Forever.
I got my happily ever after, but I don’t know at what cost.
“You all right?” Laura’s question brings me back to this moment and it’s then that I realize my heart is racing with fear for Declan.
“Fine,” I lie to her and kiss the tip of her nose. She shouldn’t worry, not when I don’t know what to tell her.
“I love you, Laura,” I tell her rather than confess my fear. “I would do anything for you.”
She has no idea how much I mean it. I’d sacrifice everything for her.
“I know,” she answers with a soft smile on her lips as Cameron coos in her arms. “I love you too.”
“You need to sleep,” I comment, noting how our little prince is falling asleep in her arms. “Let him sleep and you get into bed.”
“I’m not tired,” she protests and I’d smack her ass if it wasn’t firmly in my lap right now.
“You will be when I’m done with you,” I whisper at the shell of her ear. Her eyes close and her breath hitches.
“But we can’t—”
“I know what we can and can’t do,” I say, cutting her off. “I’m far too aware.”
As quiet as can be, she sets our son down in his crib, giving him one last look before peering back at me. She catches me standing up and her gaze goes straight to my cock. I’m so fucking hard for her. I take my time closing the distance, watching that rosy color in her cheeks grow.
Cupping her cheek in my hand, I press my lips to hers and then give her one last warning. “Get your ass on that bed, Babygirl.”
I don’t have to swat her ass, because she immediately turns around, making her way to our bedroom. I do anyway though, a slap that makes her gasp that sweet sound. The smile’s wide on her beautiful face and there’s a happiness and a lightness in her step that I haven’t seen in so long.
She’s mine forever like this. And I’ll make damn sure it stays that way.
   
Marcus

HE CAME ALONE like I knew he would.
The youngest of the Cross brothers has always been the most trusting. He doesn’t remember the events of his past like the others do. He didn’t have to go through it like they did. That’s the only explanation I have for his trust in me.
He shouldn’t trust me. No one should. Just like I don’t trust a damn one of them.
Seth didn’t trust me either, but he sure as hell was willing to make a deal.
He may think I didn’t follow up on our arrangement, oh, but I did.
Little Audrey, with her long blonde hair, would have killed herself so many times before. She begged for death and her tragic story pleaded for me to let her let go in the years I’ve known her. In an effort to convince her otherwise, an effort for her to see the greater good, I told her she couldn’t do it, unless her death became someone else’s miracle.
It worked for a while… until she happened upon Laura. She found a picture online of two girls. One that looked like her and the other was Laura Roth.
She was too wise for her age. Finding Laura and knowing she could save her was the way out she’d been hunting for years. She said it was a sign.
It certainly gave me leverage, but if I could have saved Audrey, I would have. I tried. Some souls are just too far gone.
Audrey’s death, her suicide, hurt me more than anyone would ever know, even if she did save a life.
Seth got what I promised him and it killed me to allow it, to tell Audrey the moment I knew about the accident. But I won’t hold him to our deal. It wasn’t for him anyway. It was a test of his dear friend.
Declan steps closer to a stone carved with his own last name on it. His brother’s first. The dried leaves beneath his feet crack and crumble.
Declan came to me for this. He came months ago wanting something I didn’t know if he deserved… So I tested him.
No man would allow the woman he loves to die. Seth could never say no. He would have done anything for her. I allowed Declan to know. I let them plant the wires, I let them listen in as I offered the deal.
He knew his best friend was made an offer he couldn’t resist. Declan knew Seth had to kill him in order to save the woman he loved.
After seeing what happened…
Declan deserves what he asked for and I’ll give it to him.
I do have regrets, for the pain it put Seth through, but that’s on Declan. Not on me. All of these men, they want, want, want, but I have never gotten what I wanted. Not until now.
Snow gathers in the sky, making it a cloudy gray to blanket the darkening evening. The chill is biting and it reminds me of the night everything changed for me.
The night I met her.
A stream of light descends between us and it casts his shadow long against the stone and grass that litter the graveyard. More importantly, the light gleams from the metal in his hand.
I’m certain his gun is loaded. Maybe he has less trust than I thought he did.
No matter. If he thought I’d let it end like this, he thought wrong.
“Declan.” I call out his name before he can leave. His back is to me, his shoulders tight and tense. So at odds compared to my easy posture.
He doesn’t turn around, which only brings the corners of my lips up into a smirk.
“I have one last deal to offer.” One more. Because I have to. “I know something you don’t. Something you really, desperately want to know.”
“What is it?”
“Turn around, Declan.”
“Are you going to kill me?”
“No,” I answer him and a nervousness rolls up my spine, coupled with a sickness in my stomach. It’s been so long since someone’s learned who I am.
It’s a risk, but one I have to take. I need to for her.
She begged me for this.
Declan’s slow to turn and face me. The recognition lights in his eyes, his expression turning from stone to one of confusion and then quickly, betrayal.
I give him a moment and he speaks a single word. “You?”
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THIS LOVE HURTS
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I would be remiss if I didn’t mention a group of women who inspire me and keep me moving forward always. I have blatantly taken quotes from these wonderful people regarding the way they talk about my heroes and placed them right in the books.

“I would gladly live in hell with him.”

“I need a word that means more than love.”

I love you all both for the encouragement you give me and simply for the people you are.
I hope I can give you even a piece of what you’ve given me.
Lots of love and kisses.

Now, buckle up! I promised you a wild ride with a tempting tick, tick, tick all the way up until we fall down this gripping roller coaster.



He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you. ~Friedrich Nietzsche



PART I
DO YOU WANT ME?







PROLOGUE
Delilah

His gaze is sharp; he has the most piercing blue eyes I’ve ever seen. As I freeze where I’m standing in the middle of the aisle, the faint noise of dull music mixed with the sound of carts rolling by fades into the background. It all blurs together in aisle four of the grocery store as my grip on the loaf of bread I’m holding turns so clammy that the plastic slips.
The pitter-patter of my racing heart and my blood rushing in my ears is all I can hear.
Nothing else matters. I can feel his eyes on me. Every time I blink, I see them, surrounded by shadows.
I take my time, placing the items from my cart back on the shelves with trembling fingers. There are only four things seeing as how I just got here, a bag of rice being the first item to go back on the bottom shelf before I slowly and meticulously roll my cart to the end of the only aisle I’ve been down.
It’s chilling, the fear that rolls down my spine knowing he’s watching me. Feeling him again. Is it fear, though? My heart beats wildly in response to the question, fighting and railing against the decision to act calm. I can’t let anyone know. I just need to get out of here... So we can be alone.
My heart isn’t afraid, not like my logical side is. When the shadow is just barely seen, tall and foreboding, my stomach drops and my heart flips with recognition. It’s an undeniable feeling when you miss someone you know you shouldn’t. I try to focus on the sound of wheels squeaking against the linoleum floor and the noisy clang of metal from carts being lined up in order to help ground me.
“Do you need any help?” The question comes from a young man in a red vest that barely hides the nondescript black logo on his white shirt beneath it. I recognize him; I’ve seen him a number of times in this grocery store. I’m certain he’s rung me up a handful of times since I returned here a month ago.
How did I think I could move back, even if the house is on the outskirts in the middle of nowhere, and he wouldn’t find me? How could I be so foolish to think he wouldn’t come for me?
A sinking feeling in my chest moves my hand there, and the paper list in my hand crinkles as I do. I’d forgotten all about it and as I gaze down at the blurred pen lines and wrinkled paper, I do my best to school my expression.
“Oh, no,” I say and my throat is too tight as I speak. I close my eyes, forcing a simple smile to my lips and clear my throat. “I just realized something,” I answer, finally looking the young man in his deep brown eyes. “I have a call in ten minutes and I’m going to take it in my car then come back,” I lie, that smile staying in place although everything in my body wants me to run. Run from here, get far away from other people.
The young man, who looks like he’s college age or maybe younger, offers me a friendly smile in return. “Understood,” he says with a nod and returns to lining up stacks of carts with the one I’ve just brought back up front.
Even now, as I take each deliberate step through the glass double doors that slide open automatically as I approach and feel the cool breeze of early spring against my heated face, I try to rid myself of the memories that flash before my eyes.
The bar. The drinks. The feel of a chilled glass of white wine mixed with the scent of whiskey from the man next to me. The court cases and late nights spent getting lost in bed with a man I knew I shouldn’t be with. The flirtation, rules being broken.
My heels click as I remember losing my law license, as every dreadful moment returns with the stain of blood. So much blood. Acts of passion that couldn’t be taken back. The pain that’s already present mingles with so much more.
Wrapping my arms around myself, I attempt to protect my body from the wind but it’s useless. The weather isn’t what batters me.
The remembrance of his lips on mine and the searing heat of his light touch, force a gasp from me. It’s a short one full of longing, knowing those moments are now nothing more than lost ghosts of the person I was. Of the people we were before it all went to hell.
All of the memories are a cocktail that infuses into my conscious thoughts as I listen to my keys clink while I unlock the door to my sedan with a low beep that fills the practically vacant lot. From the time I entered the grocery store to now, a mere fifteen minutes at that, the sun has decided to set, casting a shade of red across the dark tree line of thick forest beyond the store parking lot and stealing the light that was here only a moment ago.
The leather seat groans and the door shuts with a loud thud. All I can do is sit here, my purse now on the console. My keys in my right hand, resting against my lap with the metal digging into my palm since I’m gripping them so tight. My breathing comes in faster and faster although I’m doing everything in my power to stay calm. He’ll be here soon.
When I hear the click of the back door opening, the one behind my seat, I close my eyes. He didn’t make me wait long.
He enters the car accompanied by a chill from the evening wind and the car rocks gently until he’s seated behind me and the door is shut. His scent fills my lungs first and as it does, I remember that I’ve been told that smell is the sense that holds the most memory. Maybe I read it somewhere, but I’ve never known something to be truer than that fact is now.
When I open my eyes, his chilling gaze is on mine in the rearview mirror and my treacherous heart chokes me in an attempt to escape. It hovers at the base of my throat, pounding viciously in protest.
I did always love him. There wasn’t a moment that I didn’t love him.
He knows that. He has to know that I still love him; we just simply couldn’t be together. We decided. We decided together.
“You said you’d let me go,” I whisper, speaking over my strangled breaths.
My gaze never leaves his, even as tears prick my eyes. Not until he answers me.
“I changed my mind.”





DELILAH
Two years before

I’m not crazy, right?
My phone buzzes with my sister’s text at the same time as another glass of chardonnay hits the small bar-height tabletop in front of me. The round table has a two-foot radius if that; it’s meant for two people max but my purse takes up half of it. Making the point quite clear: it’s my table.
“Thanks,” I say and offer the waitress a smile from where I’m perched on the stool. With a small nod, the all-smiles, petite brunette in a short black dress keeps it moving. She’s cute, young, and damn fast on her feet. Plus, Sandy has a good memory. Taking a sip of the chardonnay, I know she told the bartender to make sure he poured my favorite brand. Sandy’s table is my go-to every Wednesday. Apps are half-priced so this place is packed on Wednesdays… but it’s packed with the right people. I plant my ass in this seat in the far corner of the bar where I can see everyone else, and Sandy keeps the glasses coming.
As I told an old friend from law school once, this waitress is the only hero I need after a long day in court.
The music is easy, the lights dim, and the lemon scent from whatever they use to polish all the dark wood in here is my heaven after spending every fucking day in hell. A.k.a. Judge Malden’s courtroom.
I only get a single sip of the smooth wine before my phone buzzes again, vibrating against the menu beneath it that effectively takes up the other half of the table. With most of my light coming from the simple white candle on the table, I read the text, the bright light of my phone’s screen hurting my tired eyes for just a moment.
They make me feel like I’m crazy.
Swallowing the harsh truth, that our parents do that to me too sometimes, I answer my sister quickly. My dark red nails fly across the letters on my phone: It’s just the way they handle things. You aren’t crazy. It happened. They just want to pretend it didn’t.
Returning to my wine, my gaze flutters from the filled glass to the front entrance as it opens. The two wooden doors with iron handles are wide, worn, and heavy.
This place isn’t classy. It’s a pub, more or less. But the food is good and the drinks are even better. The latter is why this place is filled in the evenings and everyone comes here after work from a block down around the corner. I’ve made more deals in this very seat than I can count.
Maybe I’m off the clock, but I never stop working. My job is my life.
When my phone buzzes next, I take a moment to glance around the place before looking at the text message. The white wine slips past my lips, painted the same shade of red as my nails, as my gaze moves from Patterson in his dark gray suit and then to Miller and her subordinate. Patterson’s an older man who’s been divorced three times now because of his workaholic and alcoholic ways combined. All three of them are lawyers. Well, the third wants to be. I don’t know what the hell his name is, but she’s taken the young man under her wing. Another way of thinking about it is that she’s found someone tall, dark, and handsome, but dumb as rocks to do her filings.
She knows as well as all of us that he’s not going to cut it. I’d never trust anyone to come within an inch of my paperwork if they can’t pass the bar. A huff of disdain leaves me, but a friendly smile finds its way to my face as I lift my glass to her when her eyes reach mine.
It’s short-lived and veiled mutual distaste for one another. She’s as cutthroat as I am, but with two decades’ more experience. Decades that also taught her she can take shortcuts and bend rules … bend not break, as she once said. One day, I’ll be one of the bigger names and I won’t do it the way she did.
My phone buzzing in my hand is the perfect out to ignore her. Unless I’m trying a case against one of her defendants, there’s no reason to engage with Miss Miller. She’s the reason lawyers have a bad rap. I check my phone again to see a row of messages from Cadence. The summary of it isn’t anything I didn’t already know: she understands they pretend like it didn’t happen and like our childhood was full of white picket fences and tamed rosebushes. Our parents’ house may have both of those now, but that’s not how we grew up.
Just ignore them, I offer her in a quickly typed message. Her response is even quicker, hitting my phone before I’m able to clutch the thin stem of my wineglass again.
The front doors open, offering some light and distraction in my periphery, but I’m caught in her message.
I love you, but I can’t just ignore it like you can.
She’s so emotional. My sister is the child counselor at the middle school we both went to when we were kids. Of course she’s wound up over this, but this is old news. It’s past pain. I take a moment to think about how best to respond, knowing she’s hurting. She’s sensitive and she needs more support than I ever did in this aspect of life. She doesn’t get it though, and I don’t know that she wants to. I text her back regardless because she’s my sister, and I get it. I completely understand the struggle.
You can’t change the past or the way our parents cope. I’m here for you. You aren’t crazy. It happened and if you want to talk about it, talk with me, not them.
The exhaustion weighs down my expression, pulling at the corners of my lips. Hurriedly, I hide it all by throwing back the rest of my wine. Spinning the large glass with my pointer and thumb finger on the stem, I take in her messages that she’s okay and that she loves me.
That’s all that matters, isn’t it? That we’re all okay now. That’s what matters. I wish she could see it like that, but she doesn’t. Maybe it’s because she sees them more than me. After all, I’m a state away and she only has a neighborhood separating them from her.
As I’m typing out that I love her too, Sandy takes my empty glass and replaces it with another, this one filled nearly to the brim.
“Long days deserve large glasses,” she says beneath her breath with a sympathetic tone and a knowing wink. The grin I give her is wider and more genuine than I’ve given anyone all week. My girl.
My fingers toy with the stem absently as I stare at my phone, waiting to see if Cady has anything else to say. I don’t know what to tell her. I don’t ignore what happened or the fact that my parents pretend like everything’s fine. I wouldn’t even say that I’ve moved on. I’ve just simply moved forward. The past doesn’t haunt me anymore. She should let it go too.
“White wine?” A deep voice from my left is followed by the sound of wooden legs grinding against the slate floor as he pulls out a stool and takes a seat. Agent Cody Walsh.
I wish I could have contained the jump in my shoulders and the way my heart beats wildly at the sudden sound of him sneaking up on me.
“Shit, sorry,” he says and his tone is light as I laugh, letting my body sway gently as I shake my head, peeking up at him through my thick lashes. I hope my lipstick is still in place. He told me once how the dark red looks good on my light brown skin. I don’t wear it just for him, but I can’t deny that I like it when he sees me in this particular shade. His gaze drifts to my lips then. That’s when the butterflies happen. My thirtieth birthday behind me and I still get butterflies.
Shaking it off is easy for me, but stopping this smile from growing as this handsome man eyes me … well, that’s not so easy. Neither is stopping the heat of a blush from creeping up my cheeks all the way to my temple.
“It’s fine,” I say as I wave him off and seek refuge in my glass of wine. Within seconds I’m in control, relaxed and myself again. I don’t know if he saw the heat I felt or if he thought it was just embarrassment, but Cody is a gentleman, so he doesn’t say either way.
“I just wanted—” he starts, but Sandy interrupts, dropping a double Jack and Coke in front of him. “Thanks, Sandy,” he answers, his tone different. More professional maybe. My stomach doubles over in the best of ways and then that feeling travels lower as I wonder if he talks to me differently than he does to other women.
When I’m consulting with his team, it’s men only. I rarely see him out of the office. Especially since they go out of town so much.
There’s an obvious masculinity to the strong man in front of me. A hard edge that doesn’t seem to matter whenever he flashes me a charming smile. I’ve spent a number of nights with a toy between my legs, thinking about him. Watching him in interrogation rooms, observing the way he works and the manner in which others look up to him, does something to me. He’s only in his late thirties, maybe in his early forties, but the way he does just about everything has an air of authority that’s undeniable. Being a member of the FBI will do that to you I suppose.
It’s sexy as hell. As he reaches for the glass, palming it with his large hand and takes a swig, I glance at the muscles in his forearms, out to play tonight since he’s rolled up his button-down’s sleeves. They sure as hell don’t hurt his sex god image I’ve conjured up in my head.
I’ve been in this town in Pennsylvania since I left New York five years ago. Walsh happened to come here too from Virginia. The same case brought us here and we both stayed. Maybe it’s camaraderie from the now cold case or maybe it’s the mutual misery we’ve endured in this gray town riddled with corruption, but every time I see this man, I want to be under him more and more by the end of the night.
“Just wanted to say,” he starts again, setting down his glass, the swirling amber liquid more Jack than Coke and he keeps his blue eyes focused on it rather than me for the half second. Reaching my gaze, he tells me, “I’m sorry you went through that hell yesterday.”
Confusion hits me first. Then a blip of reality. Right. Of course he’s thinking about business and not fucking me into his mattress.
“It was nothing.”
“It wasn’t nothing. There was no reason for her to bring up that shit.” His tone is deathly low although there’s nothing but compassion there.
“Her” meaning the reporter, a blonde with perfect hair who goes by Jill and works for the local eleven o’clock news. And “that shit” meaning the case that brought us both here five years ago.
We were both in deep, both devastated when every lead gave us nothing and the one man we could track down ended up dead. There was nothing left that we could do. The murders stopped and the evidence didn’t lead to anyone still living.
“It’s fine, Walsh,” I say, shutting down his anger with a flat tone of my own and reach for my wine again, but I don’t drink it. “She’s not a lawyer or a detective. She has no idea what she’s talking about.”
“No,” he answers and waits for my gaze to meet his. My chest hollows but somehow feels full just the same when I see his steely blue eyes. “It’s not fine.” His last statement is almost a murmur. He’s the one who breaks our stare to look down into his full glass and then empty in a second when he throws it all back.
I don’t look back at him, even though I can feel somebody’s eyes on me. Someone else is watching me. There’s a prick that travels up the base of my neck, making the small hairs there stand on edge. I can feel it. But not a soul is looking at me when I glance around the room. A shiver rolls down my spine.
The chilling sensation doesn’t stop and I have to turn around toward the small window near our table to check there too, but no one’s there either.
“I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Cody’s somber tone forces me to look back at him and I do what I haven’t done even once in the years I’ve known him; I lay my hand on his. The touch is hot, smoldering even, sending a tingle up my arm that jolts me. It’s only a fraction of a second before I realize what I’ve done and I quickly move to pat his hand, but from the look in his eyes I know that he knows a friendly pat wasn’t my intention.
“It’s really,” I say then clear my throat and clasp my hands together in my lap before continuing. “It’s fine, I promise you. I can take her criticism when I know I did everything I could.”
The first thing I learned in this field is the truest statement: everyone wants someone to blame. If Cody doesn’t catch the bad guy or if I don’t get him convicted … well, then it’s one of the two of us who gets blamed.
Cody’s gaze drifts to my lips for just a moment; I know it’s brought on because I snag my bottom lip between my teeth and maybe he notices the lipstick.
He clears his throat like I did and sits up straighter, the empty glass in his hand staying where it is since the place is busier now and Sandy is nowhere to be seen. With his broad shoulders squared, he looks straight ahead rather than at me when he speaks. “It’s not your fault we didn’t catch the bastard,” he murmurs and for a moment I question if he meant those words for me or himself.
“You want another?” I offer him, not liking this conversation and wanting the easy air between us again.
Tapping the base of the glass on the bar, Cody pauses and then glances up at me, a boyish smirk crossing his face. “Only if you have it with me.”
Just like that, all the tension is gone and the smile I had for him when he first sat down comes back.
I tell myself that I’m not like my mother. I don’t forget. I don’t pretend. I’m aware of my reality.
I’m simply making the best with what I’ve got.
Right now, that’s a tall glass of chardonnay and a handsome man to keep me company. Even if I go home alone to an empty apartment and a too-hard mattress that makes the tight muscles in my back even tighter, I’m doing all right for what I’ve been through.





DELILAH
Some days you’re the dog. Some days you’re the hydrant. My auntie Lindie told me that one when I was young. A student in my freshman high school class pulled my hair. So I pulled hers back. I was the one that the teacher saw and the only one who got in trouble. Both my mother and auntie had things to say about that, but when it came down to what my punishment would be back home, my mom told me to keep my hands to myself unless detention was worth it. My auntie said detention was always worth it and then she gave me that wise line about dogs and hydrants. That day I got in trouble I was the hydrant.
Today, I’m in that bitch of a position again.
“One thing after the other,” I whisper into my coffee. The steam flows around my cheeks. The sinful smell of caffeine addiction is the only thing that’s been comforting so far today.
My desk chair groans as I lean back in it, staring at the plaque to the left of my door then the framed news article beside it. My JD and a story about the first case I ever won, which was published in the town’s paper. Six years ago I had so much more energy than I do now.
My laptop is closed and I just simply can’t find the stamina to open it again. Instead, I find myself wishing I’d just stayed in bed all day and never answered my phone.
As a sigh leaves me, I chance a sip of coffee. It’s still too hot, but not scalding like it was when Aaron first brought it in. The shade of brown matches my walnut desk and I find myself smiling over the color of the coffee. I suppose in rough days it helps to be grateful for the little things. And then I catch sight of the bruise on my hand. The same shade as the grain in the desk. So long, gratitude. See you whenever I find that thing called patience.
Ignoring the bruise, I turn my attention to the case file laying open on my desk and read the first bit for what’s now the fourth time since I first sat in here. The constant ticking of the clock seems so loud today that I stare at it rather than the black and white words and inwardly curse myself.
I never should have gotten out of bed. I never should have answered my phone to deal with my mother. I sure as hell would have made it to the curb on time to move my car so I wouldn’t have gotten that ticket. If I hadn’t seen the ticket as I was getting into the car, I wouldn’t have slammed my hand in the door. And, most importantly, if I wasn’t pissed off and in pain, I wouldn’t have said what I said to the press when I was walking into the building.
I shouldn’t have said it and I shouldn’t have gotten out of bed. Tension twists my gut. It’s bad; today is a really, really bad day.
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I do everything I can to calm myself down. To pretend like my boss isn’t going to walk in here and chew my ass out any minute now.
The parking garage is just across the street. Our building lies between an office complex and small commercial strip. The coffee shop is all the way on the other side, which is a six-minute walk, tried and true. So when I parked with fifteen minutes to spare and a hand that was throbbing just as hard as the headache my mother gave me, I knew I needed coffee.
What I didn’t need was the press waiting for anyone from the Assistant Attorney General’s department so they could ask questions about a case that slipped through my fingers.
Microphones and camera crews first thing in the morning get my adrenaline going in a way I used to crave. I can even admit that back when I first moved here, I loved the sight of them. The high of knowing information and having a voice that mattered meant so much to me. The fact that I worked on cases that were worthy of press was enough to keep a soft professional smile on my lips and a confident gleam in my eye as I strode along confidently with my simple black leather purse kept tight to my side. I paired a power walk with red lipstick and a skirt suit worth more than my first car.
I thought I had it all back then. This morning though, and lately with the way the press has turned, it was hard enough to keep my lips pressed into a thin red line. Lipstick courage or not, I sure as hell had better things to do with my time than be battered with questions about a conviction that’s been overruled.
I barely had a hand in the case. I gave my opinion and that was all.
“Anyone who helps a man do that to children, to little girls who were dead the moment he set their sights on them… a man who helps and does nothing to stop them deserves to rot in hell.”
Needless to say, I didn’t get my coffee. So I’m stuck here with Aaron’s choice of brew. Which is too hot to drink still and every second that passes, the headache gets worse.
My statement plays back in my head followed by the ticking of the incessant clock.
And then suddenly there’s a loud bang at my door. The knock, knock, knock hardly registers before the door is swung open.
“You said, ‘rot in hell.’” Claire Eastings mocks my tone as she swings the door closed behind her with a hard thump from the bottom of one of her flats. She stands taller than me without heels, and that’s saying something. Six feet tall and sixty years old, she towers over my desk with a scowl. Another thing Auntie Lindie used to say, your face will get stuck like that. … Yeah, well, Claire’s face is in a constant scowl. Despite her resting bitch face and all, she’s damn good at what she does. So when she repeats, “rot in hell,” drawing out the words with her dark brown eyes wide and full of disbelief, one hand on her wide hip with the other gripping a piece of paper so tight that she’s creased and crinkled it, my stomach drops.
My fingers nervously pick at the edge of the case file as I meet her gaze. I have a lot to learn. I’ll be the first to admit it. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have said it.”
“No,” she agrees then throws her head back and when she does I close my eyes, wishing the ground would swallow me up. I don’t react well to being scolded and especially not by someone I admire. Claire paved the way for women in this career, simply by being the best of the best. Today isn’t just a bad day, I think as I swallow the knot in my throat, it’s an awful day.
I know what I did. I know I messed up. Just tell me whether or not I’m going to have to sit out on cases and file paperwork as punishment. I have shit to do.
With my jaw clenched tight, I keep the words there at the back of my throat and give Claire’s rant the full attention she wants.
Her pencil skirt isn’t fitted and it rides up, bunching around her hips as she paces. “Are you kidding me?” she questions, her head tilted and her eyes narrowed at me. When she does that, the wrinkles around her eyes and her pursed lips deepen.
“First the mess that happened two days ago and now this? Are you—” She continues her tyrannical rage and I cut her off.
“What happened two days ago didn’t come out of my mouth.” Jill earns another dart thrown at her in my imaginary poster of her on the wall in my head. “That was a reporter trying to stay relevant.”
“Well, this morning, ‘rot in hell’ certainly came out of yours.”
“I apologize,” I say and my sincerity is there when I meet her gaze, refusing to break it even though I’m burning up inside.
“Is it because of what was said? Is it because Jill said you’re becoming infamous for serial murder cases going cold? Is that why you had to give your two cents this morning about Ross Brass?”
“You and I both know he did it.” As I speak, the emotion that creeps into my voice, cracking it, is something I didn’t count on. I know Claire hired me over seasoned lawyers well worth their weight because I’m hard; I keep my emotions in check. That’s what she said. I have a hard edge and the emotion rarely gets to me. It’s evidence and precedence and getting to the point.
Emotion is a weakness to be exploited and preyed upon in this business. I don’t know if it’s my family issues or the case from five years ago, but today is hard. I’m struggling to remain unaffected.
“He played a part in four girls dying and he got off on a technicality.” I answer her as best I can without letting my voice crack again. It would be easy if all of this really was as simple as dogs and hydrants, but that’s not the world I live in. I chose a career with higher stakes and things that truly matter to me.
Sympathy isn’t something I anticipated. So when Claire’s gaze softens and she takes a seat in the leather wingback across from me, I’m truly surprised.
“Of course he did. But when the evidence is tainted while it’s in police custody…” she trails off then inhales slowly and shakes her head, shifting her curly auburn hair around her shoulders. With her hands thrown up in defeat, she adds, “It’s on the PD for the way they handled the evidence. Not on us.”
Leaning forward, I look my boss in the eye and remind her who she hired and who I am. “It’s bullshit that they mishandled evidence and now Brass gets to walk.” Taking in a deep breath, I make it known that I have more to say. “He does deserve to rot in hell, but I never should have said that to anyone other than you and our partners. I am sorry,” I add emphasis to the last statement, my voice firm and then sit back in my seat. “I shouldn’t have said it. Now I know why you say you don’t talk to press after six p.m.”
“If you aren’t on point . . .” she begins and I finish her line for her, “. . . then don’t say shit.”
Claire’s an early riser and gets into the office before everyone else. Claire practically lives at work and handles the press above everyone else, unless it’s past 6:00. That’s her cutoff. Now I know my limit: No coffee, no talking.
“I think my new rule should be no press before coffee.” My muttered statement as I run my hand along the back of my neck forces a small laugh from Claire. If it can even be called a laugh since the sound is just a tad longer than a huff. Her smile lasts though, thank God.
“Are you pulling me off my cases?” I ask her and she shakes her head.
“No, but I will be giving you the cold shoulder in front of Tanner and Shaw. I can’t let them think you got off easy.” They’re new to the prosecution team. Shaw used to handle defense and Tanner is fresh out of law school.
“I was serious when I asked you if Jill bringing up that case got to you,” Claire states although it’s meant to be a question.
Eating up time by hiding behind a sip of coffee, I deny the stomach drop and the pounding in my veins. “I’m fine,” I answer her and then give her a tight smile followed by a distraction. “My mother called this morning, I got a ticket, and I smashed my hand in the door.” Holding up my hand as evidence, Claire winces.
“All before coffee?”
With a nod and a click of my tongue, I answer, “Without a single sip.”
Within half an hour, she’s out the door, my coffee is gone and all of it goes to the back of my mind as I force myself to actually get work done and make today productive at the very least.
Time slips by as I catch up on a case that goes to trial next week. I’ll be looking over Tanner’s shoulder and he’ll be pissed because of it, but it should be an open-and-shut case. The evidence is damning. It would take one hell of a defense or one hell of a fuckup for Tanner to lose this one.
I was so wrapped up in it that I didn’t see the missed call from my mother. There’s not a chance in hell I’m calling her back until I talk to Cadence. They got into it again.
If Cadence implied that she dates men who hit her because of what we saw when we were children, then my sister crossed a line. And that’s exactly what my mother said she told her. I’m not her psychiatrist, but I don’t understand why she’d say that. Mom said Cadence was drunk, but I just can’t see that and it was hard enough to decipher it all through my mother’s tears.
Intent on getting a cup of coffee from Brew House down the block, I head off, checking my phone and noting that my question to her from this morning asking if she’s okay has gone unanswered.
I have two more cases to prepare for and one of them is first-degree murder.
This … tension between my mother and my sister can wait until tonight. That thought is what’s on my mind when I’m aware of the familiar prick. The feeling like someone’s watching me. The same one I felt last night. A glance over my shoulder proves no one’s there as I pass under the awning of a bookstore. That doesn’t change my gut feeling though and that fear lingers the entire walk down the block.
I make it there in under four minutes, the insecurity forcing my pace to be fast enough to get my heart racing.
Ordering the flavor of the day with cream and sugar, two of each, I convince myself it’s just the case being mentioned. The case from five years ago has never left me.
It should have stayed in the past. It did stay in the past. One little blonde reporter with a camera behind her can’t bring back ghosts long dead.
I slip the change the barista gives me into the glass jar for tips and listen to it clink as she thanks me and then I make that decision firm—the case is long over with and long gone—and that decision is not to be overturned.
The cold case is dead and there’s no one watching me. All the confidence of that statement vanishes about halfway back to the office, when I swear I feel eyes on me again.





CODY
I know there’s a pile of letters in that locked file cabinet by my feet. Creased from the mail and some crumpled from anger, they stare at me from beyond the thin old metal that keeps them locked away.
What haunts me isn’t the past when they were first mailed to me, it’s the fact that I got another today. A crisp new letter to join the others.
How long has it been since I last knew he existed? Years, I know, but almost five years ago I sent him one after the next and our tenuous relationship became one sided. For a year, we exchanged information. He stopped returning the letters, he stopped giving me hints that started as a taunt and changed into a mutual decision of execution.
Rumors on the street suggested he hadn’t died. When the letters stopped, I had nothing left to go on but the fear of kids and a name people spoke of as if they were naming the devil.
A part of me wished it had all ended, but a piece of me that’s far too truthful, too primitive and brutal knew one day he’d reach out again.
One day the story we started would pick back up … I simply don’t know how it will end.
The metal goes thunk when I kick it, staring at the old dent in the side. The memory flashes in front of my eyes, prompted by the sound. A vision of me kicking the cabinet that held the only pieces of Marcus I had when he didn’t respond.
For days. For weeks. Months passed with no word as the case went cold and I lost it. But hadn’t I lost everything long before then? Who was I to feel anything at all but relief when Marcus stopped interfering, stopped taunting me, stopped the long-held conversation we had between right and wrong and who was next on the list.
Whiskey licks my lips and the empty glass on my desk suggests that thoughts of the angel of death serial killer will beg me to fill the glass to the brim once again.
I’ve picked apart the letter, every word and the unique cadence in his writing. I used to think his poetic nature meant he felt highly of himself. But when I realized who he really was, everything made so much more sense.
Knock, knock, knock, the door bangs in time with a friendly rap.
“Yeah?” I question.
“We’re going to Bar 44, you coming?” Steve’s voice is boisterous. As far as everyone else knows, the case is still cold. They don’t know there’s been another murder with the same MO.
I can’t give them one letter without letting on about the others. And in those, I’m just as guilty as he was. Not in the beginning. Not until I realized…
“Be there right behind you. Just wrapping up something,” I call through the door. Feeling far too sober than I’d like, but grateful that I haven’t reverted back to the raving lunatic I felt like years ago when Marcus left me all alone to dwell on what we’d done.
Steven is off with an “all right, see you soon,” and it doesn’t take me long to follow. Getting ahold of myself and convincing myself that this letter doesn’t change anything.
After all, there are no bodies. No list of names that he’s given me.
There isn’t even a riddle.
He only gave me a simple message and it’s one I agree with. Ghosts come back and I wish they didn’t. He started again.
Maybe he’s gotten as lonely as I have. Maybe he’s simply using me again. Although I can’t blame my part on him.
A deep inhale then a slow exhale makes my chest rise and fall before I take off my jacket and change shirts to go out to the bar tonight, all while pretending those letters don’t exist.
What would they do if they knew?
What would she do? The beautiful woman with deep eyes and a smile she holds just for me, what would she do if she knew I played a part in a case that nearly destroyed her before her career had truly begun?
The thoughts plague me the entire walk to the bar. Even the drum of laughter as I open the heavy doors doesn’t stop it.
She wouldn’t look at me like she does if she knew. I’m far too aware. Far too stung by the truth that she’d see me as a monster if only the letters were in her hands and not mine.
She’d hate me. I let him get away with his bidding and she would hate me more for it.
The certainty greets me at the same time as she does, with her beautiful smile that makes her high cheekbones appear even more feminine. Her tawny gaze and gentle sway of her delicate shoulders let me know she’s more than a few glasses deep.
“Hard day,” she says and her excuse comes with an air of ease and flirtation before I can suggest a damn thing. Her smile doesn’t falter and the blush in her skin is hot against her sable skin. With the flowing lines of her slim-fitting, cream button-down tucked into her dark blue jeans, no one would deny that she’s beautiful.
How someone so soft, so elegant and sweet came into this profession, I’ll never know. It’s like Marcus sent her to me. The thought makes me close my eyes, lowering and tilting my head in search for the waitress.
Whiskey will be my lover tonight.
“It’s been a week since I’ve seen you.” There’s an accusation hidden in her tone which is harder now, lacking the flirtation she greeted me with.
“Just busy, promise I’m not cheating on you.” The words fly from my mouth without conscious consent as I glance up at her and those wide eyes blink rapidly, her thick lashes fluttering as if surprised, as if maybe she made up what I’ve just said in her mind.
I’m such a prick for leading her on. But damn do I love to be wanted by her. To be so obviously desired, it makes me feel in ways I’ve never felt before.
Thankfully Sandy interrupts the moment and I order my go-to Jack and Coke, although I don’t actually have to say the words. I simply nod when she asks, “The usual?”
“So,” I say and my gaze is drawn to Delilah’s slender fingers slipping around the base of her wineglass. The pale wine is fragrant, drifting to me and mixing with the sweet smell of whatever lotion she must use. “A case hit my desk today,” she starts and my hackles rise, prepared for whatever case it is to be the ghost that Marcus referred to. “The evidence is unreal, and I’m bored as hell. He’s an idiot for not taking the plea.”
Delilah’s discontent with not being challenged with work always brings a light to my eyes, a fire deep inside of me that blazes hot to tease her, to provoke her in ways I doubt any man has before.
“Is that the case with … what’s his name?”
“Tanner. Yes. It’s too easy to be fun.” She throws back the last bit of her glass and before I can stop her, the waitress stealing my attention for just a moment with the glass hitting the high-top table, she’s reaching for the thick red jacket dangling from the back of her chair.
“I’ve already had enough so I’m going to—”
My hand acts of its own accord, my fingers gripping around her slender wrist. My skin brushing against hers is hot to the touch, singeing and I’m quick to take it back, but Delilah stands there, still and caught in the shadow of what happened for only a split second.
My heart hammers, my pulse quickening although I don’t show it like she does. I can hide my desire so easily. I’m a bastard for even thinking about getting lost with her tonight.
I’ve seen this vulnerable woman standing only inches from me hide everything in the courtroom. I’ve seen her strong and vibrant but in front of me now, in a room full of people, the lights dimmed but the intention illuminated, she waits for me. She questions everything and I can so clearly see it.
“Right,” I say, my own needs protesting against the ease with which I sit back and the calmness in my tone. “Good luck with the trial, don’t fall asleep in there.” I leave her with a joke that doesn’t bring an ounce of humor to her eyes. Even though my gaze lands on the amber liquid as I bring the heavy glass up to my lips for a swig, the corners of her plump lips dropping are clearly seen in my periphery.
I don’t know what’s gotten into me. For years I’ve sat with temptation, joked with her and confided in her. The heat between us and the sexual tension is constant, but acting on it with all we’ve been through together would be wrong on so many levels.
“When are you going to take me home, Cody?” she says as her small hands land on the table. She leans forward, bringing a drift of her perfume and with a single glance, a peek down her blouse, exposing the smooth curves of her chest. The gold necklace she’s wearing dangles between her cleavage, swaying until I lift my gaze, staring back at hers that’s drowning in need and query.
I part my lips to answer her but she stands up straight, never breaking my gaze as she pulls her red wool coat around her shoulders and slips her black purse gracefully over her shoulder until it lands at her hip. She doesn’t back down. She’s never been so blatant, never been so clear as to what she wants.
“You want me to take you home?” I question her feigned innocence, but take another drink after. Alcohol and bad decisions taint the air between us.
“I had a really horrible week and I want someone to take me home,” she admits to me, teasingly even, taking her eyes from mine only to pretend to glance around the room for a suitable fuck.
Anger simmers with jealousy, but my own need and greed are far more prevalent.
“We’ve been friends for a while, Agent Walsh. Is that all we are? Just friends?”
The way her strength leaves her, the rawness and slight suffering that are evident in her pinched brow and tightened cords in her neck as she swallows, beg me to tell her the truth.
That I’ve wanted her from the first time I saw her.





MARCUS
It’s colder in the evening, bitter cold. Of all the places we’ve been, I love this one the most. Lincoln Park is only miles away and I still remember the first time I saw her there. Going over the details of the crime, searching for answers everyone else couldn’t find. She doesn’t know how close she got and if it’s up to me she never will. She doesn’t need to be involved.
Cody Walsh though… I think if only she pushed, she’d be able to pull out every dark secret the man has. Just like tonight.
The wind brushes against my neck, leaving a pricking sensation that I tell myself has nothing to do with the way she provocatively leaned into him back at the bar. My gaze moves from the reflection of the moon against the windowpane to the soft curve of her back as she arches. His lips barely leave her skin… not even to breathe.
That’s the way I’d do it too.
Cars drive by and I don’t bother to look at them. I know they can’t see me here, motionless and bathed in the shadows from Delilah’s apartment building. She doesn’t know a damn thing about me; maybe she thinks she does, but she doesn’t. I know plenty about her, though.
Specifically, that she initially requested a different floor of this apartment building, even though this one was the only one with a vacancy on such short notice. I’m surprised she stayed and didn’t transfer apartments as soon as another came available. I waited for that transition, for the challenge of following wherever she went. The workaholic never made herself a priority. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised by it all.
But she does that to me more than anyone else. She surprises me.
Her head falls back, her lips parting and her hair laying across her shoulders then over her back as she moves. The repetitive motion is seductive, and Walsh is very much under her spell.
Her gasps aren’t heard through the double-paned windows, the gap in the curtain providing my view, but I swear I can hear her still. When her nails run along his back, right before she grips onto his shoulders, I practically feel what it would be like.
Arousal is primitive, obsession demeaning… what she is… is something hypnotizing. It was curiosity at first, then respect, and now... Well, now I’m not certain what she is to me. To us and to what we started so long ago.
With the fire lit behind them, it’s the only light I have with the exception of a table lamp that casts beautiful shadows down Delilah’s dark skin. Her nipples pebble and just as I’m enjoying them, Walsh takes them for himself. Devouring her flesh as he thrusts into her and forces her to hold on to him.
He’s good to her and I recognize that, but it doesn’t, not for a single moment, mean that I’ll sit back while he plays.
We had an unspoken deal. “Had” being the operative word.

I NOW HAVE something I truly desire and no reason not to take it.





DELILAH
A s my shoulders lower with a long exhale, I rub my right one, still sore from a horrible night of sleep. My gaze never leaves the open case file on my desk. I’ve been staring at it for hours.
Certain lines on the paper are difficult to read as some cases are, but this one is different. Really, they’re difficult to digest.
My mother’s denials and my sister’s concerns ring in my ears as I read the evidence. Everyone knew what was happening, but no one did anything.
How many times he beat her, where he chose to hit her. It’s all documented now, but before last week, neighbors and family all took notice, and that was it. So many neighbors said they knew what was going on. Not a single one called. They didn’t think it would go that far. The woman never said anything either.
With a tight throat and a rapid pulse, I swallow and put my pen to the paper, to the exact attempt we should charge him for.
Repeated abuse isn’t evidence of malice aforethought. The choices are first-degree or second-degree murder. I have to make that decision. It’s difficult to determine which one we can prove when every paragraph I read is minimized by the memories brought back up so recently. The sound of the slaps and then a cacophony of painful cries that are enough to keep two girls awake in bed together, staring at the door and pretending not to cry because Mom said it was all right.
I lean back in my seat and pinch the bridge of my nose, refusing to let my personal bias affect work. The air has been different this past week and a half. Something inside of me is different and I don’t like it.
I’m better than this. I’ve grown so much and there’s no reason I can’t take on this case. With a sip of coffee and a deep breath in paired with a longer breath out to calm my sympathetic nervous system—as my counselor sister taught me—I repeat my mantra until I can start from the beginning again. This time I grab a pen and travel along the pages with it to keep track, circling keywords and then scribble on a pad of paper. It’s not quite a pros and cons sheet with that sharp black line down the middle of the lined paper. It’s a first-degree or second-degree murder charge. Which has enough evidence to thoroughly convince a jury.
I’d focus on something else, anything else, but this needs to be submitted by the end of the day and the only other place my mind takes me is to a few nights ago when I lost myself to Cody Walsh.
Closing my eyes, I can still feel him, the sweet lingering pain of a good fuck even though it’s been days. That’s all he left me with, though.
I woke up to a slight hangover and an empty bed. If it wasn’t for the throbbing between my legs, I’d have thought it was only a dirty dream about a coworker.
Fuck, what did I do?
My attention is so far off from what I need that I shove both the case file and the pad of paper to the left and decide to go for a walk, to clear my head instead.
I haven’t seen Cody since that night. I haven’t spoken to him either. A deep pain settles inside my chest, digging there and planting seeds of insecurity and doubt.
The insecurity that stands with me as I head to the other side of my office makes me think it’s all a childish crush. It was most likely a one-time thing. He may even think it’s a mistake. I wouldn’t know, since he hasn’t spoken to me.
I barely ever dated my entire life. I dated one guy in college for a few months and that shitty experience was enough to convince me to focus on my studies. I had a fuck buddy, though. And then another in law school. It was exactly what I needed. I focused on my work and there was someone around for the release when either of us needed it.
The thought of Cody being just a fuck buddy sends a sharp pain straight through my chest, one I don’t expect.
I’ve always struggled when it comes to men. I suppose I have my father to thank for that, I think bitterly as I slip on my red wool coat and cinch it tight around my waist. My sister would argue it’s our mother I should blame.
The wool strap digs into my palms as I pull the belt even tighter, staring at one article on the wall and then the next, the light from the large window behind my desk shining against the pristine glass.
Nostalgia lingers for a moment, back to the moment I started hanging the articles. I focused on putting monsters behind bars and got the hell out of our Podunk town in upstate New York.
I was so proud of this office. I thought I’d really made it and it would only get better. I thought I would only get better.
The door swings open without an invitation and Claire stares at my desk for a moment, her tall figure draped in a brown twill pantsuit. The expression on her face is foreboding but loses its strength when she takes in an empty desk.
“Right here,” I speak up, squaring my shoulders and giving her a questioning look in return to her stricken expression.
“Did you see this?” Her voice is lowered and it’s only after she hands me the paper that she turns away from me to shut the door to my office. It’s not a loud bang, it’s gentle. Nerves prick at the back of my neck as the rolled newspaper crinkles open between my fingers.
Claire Eastings is never gentle.
“Fuck,” I mutter as I scan the article.
“‘Fuck’ is right. They’re having a goddamn field day.” Claire’s comments are accompanied by her pacing back and forth in her short heels, muted from the modern woven carpet until she steps on the hardwood flooring. Then back onto the carpet and so on and so forth.
That rug is the single piece in this room that differs from the rest of the offices. Everyone else has framed photos like me, although mine are articles. Everyone else has the same black leather stationery set on a mahogany desk and an entire wall lined with bookshelves filled with necessary reference texts.
My coat is the only splash of life and color in this place. Disappointment carries to my lips, pulling them down as I refuse to read any more of the article.
“I’m not surprised,” Claire comments with her arms crossed as she stands in front of me, her pacing momentarily paused. “You opened the door for criticism.”
She’s referring to my unfortunate “rot in hell” experience, mentioned in the article … twice. “I know,” I answer her with a heavy breath and suddenly my rendezvous with Agent Walsh doesn’t seem to matter anymore.
“He walked, there’s no proof if we can’t use the evidence,” I say and frustration coats every word. “Ross Brass got off. The press will fade. It’s not going to trial. It’s done.”
“It should have been done. The press can keep it alive and compare to any other case they want.” It surprises me that she’s letting it get to her.
“Do you want me to issue a statement?” I offer, feeling that insecurity creep up my spine. “I can’t be blamed for the PD’s errors.”
“No, no …” Unfolding her arms, Claire looks past me and her gaze seems far away. There’s no anger, no fire blazing there. Defeat wades in the depths of her irises. It sends a chill down my spine.
Clearing my throat, I question her, “What is it that you want me to do? How are we handling this?” Although my voice is strong and I’m able to stand tall, crossing my arms at my belly and still gripping the paper, I feel anything but when Claire looks me in the eyes again.
“Someone’s looking into your background. We were alerted to the files being opened, including cold cases.”
Chills flow down my arms and I stand there breathless, expertly maintaining my composure.
“You can’t believe the press—” I didn’t read it all, but the first line suggests that I’m either incompetent or mishandling cases. I have no doubt that the journalist is good friends with Jill Brown.
“That report is nothing but the product of a wild imagination and a witch hunt,” Claire says confidently, cutting me off.
“Exactly.” Stress pushes down my shoulders as I respond. “They can just say whatever they want and we … what?”
She nods, continuing before I can make my own guess. “We assume someone is doing an exposé on a member of the Assistant Attorney General’s office. A member with an impeccable record, but whatever ghosts you’re hiding, I think you should prepare for them to come to light.”
“Is there really nothing else they have to write about? Especially given that I’ve closed how many cases? My reputation is solid and one of the best on this team.”
“It’s not just work,” Claire says then looks behind me at the two picture frames on my desk. “They will turn over every rock.”
“I don’t have anything to hide.” A tingling heat spreads over my skin, denying what I said. But I don’t have anything to hide. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’ve never mishandled anything.”
“I know. We can’t have that here.”
A bitter vein of offense laces my voice when I answer her, “I’m aware of that. They can write whatever article they’d like. They can drag me through the dirt. It’ll last for a moment until I win a trial and another. Or until they have something more interesting to write about.”
The cords in Claire’s thin neck tighten as she swallows. “Is there anything at all that they would find, Delilah? I’m asking as a friend.”
Hearing my boss call me by my first name is …. unsettling. The defenses I’d thrown up crumble at the tip-top and my composure slips for just a moment, the tiredness pulling my gaze down and the pain in my back and shoulders creeping to the surface.
“Being the enemy of the press is a vulnerable place to be,” she warns and when our gazes meet in the silence of the office, other than the ticking of the clock and my own racing heartbeat, she adds, “I should know.”
“There’s nothing for them to find. I’ve had a boring life and I’ve done everything by the book.”
Claire looks away, nodding. “Well then, it will be a boring piece and they won’t be able to find anything. Maybe there will be no article.”
No article. Please, God, no article.
“Right,” I answer and that seems to be when Claire finally notices I’m in my coat. The thick fabric makes me feel that much hotter under her scrutiny.
“Early lunch?” she questions.
“Just need another coffee,” I comment and inwardly scold myself for lying. If only she picked up the thin cardboard cup on my desk, she’d know just how full it was.





DELILAH
“Have a good night then,” I say and lift my glass in salute as Aaron leaves the high table in the corner of the bar, giving me a short wave before he slips the leather jacket around his broad shoulders and heads for the door for a smoke.
“You too, Jones,” he answers but I barely hear him over the chatter in the packed place. It’s busy for a Saturday night and I focus on every face except for his. Every single one, taking them in, watching the way they speak, some of them a little too close as they whisper, some laughing so loud and genuinely that wrinkles form around their eyes.
I take them in like I took in the evidence of the case this morning, distracted and not seeing it at all.
Because Cody Walsh is right there, not even ten feet from me and he’s been there all night, but he hasn’t spared me a glance.
His phone has eaten up most of his attention and right now he’s having what looks to be a very interesting conversation with someone I’m unfamiliar with. He’s avoiding me. It’s plain as day. He hasn’t looked at me once. He doesn’t seem to have any intention of doing so either. What a prick. Sleeping with him was a mistake. A grave one for my ego but nonetheless, one that’s over. We’re nothing more than a man and a woman working closely together in a professional setting. Not a damn thing else as far as I’m concerned.
Wine… back to my wine I go because I desperately don’t like feeling that twist in my stomach and the tightness at the back of my throat.
Just a sip, and only two glasses tonight. I couldn’t focus at the office, so tonight will consist of sitting cross-legged on my bed with paperwork in front of me until I have every piece of evidence in line for the perfect prosecution.
Work is my comfort place and working will get me through whatever these emotions are that I’m warring with inside right now.
Trial is a dance. The steps are all taken carefully and meticulously to get to the twists and turns that wow and convince the room. It’s more than a back and forth of questions, there’s intention, there’s a necessity in every move and every angle. Even the wording of the questions is vital. Being able to focus and pivot is even more important.
I won’t sleep tonight until I know the pace and presentation that will be the most alluring and convincing. Some call the courtroom a circus, but that’s just a show for entertainment and distraction. I treat every courtroom like a ballet, with a spotlight on the details. Every single detail brought to light with a pirouette given enough time and pause to show the depth of what it means.
With a glimmer of confidence, I take another sip of my wine. Aaron and I went over the basics and in only hours I will figure out exactly how we nail this prick with first-degree murder and nothing else.
“Jones.” Patterson’s voice startles me, but not so much that I show it. Giving him a professional smile, I offer the experienced man a nod in greeting.
“How are you doing tonight?” he asks, but doesn’t give me a moment to respond before adding, “I heard you got a whopper of a case.”
A whopper. Patterson’s from somewhere in the Midwest, I think. Maybe he wants to know details, I’m not sure. But he should know better than to think I’d give him any. He’s a defense attorney and none of his clients have anything to do with any of mine. So this is … peculiar.
“You know how it is,” I answer him with a shrug that brings his attention to my blush-colored blouse. But not to my shoulders. His gaze dips lower and the heat of embarrassment creeps up my chest. “When you have a series of plea bargains and boring cases, you get hit with a difficult one to throw you off.” Setting my wineglass on the table and pushing it away slightly, I add, “Can’t have too many easy ones, can we?”
Patterson looks between the glass, my chest, and my face. The slight sway in his stance and the red in his cheeks betray any air of being sober the man has. He’s simply had too much to drink.
“That’s true,” he comments, pointing at me with the hand he’s also using to hold his whiskey. The ice tinks on the glass. My father’s a whiskey drinker. Never on the rocks though. He said the ice melts and weakens it.
The thought reminds me that Patterson is old enough to be my father and rich enough to buy him four times over.
Patterson seats himself, occupying the chair Aaron recently left empty. “You know when I worked with your father years ago, he used to say the same thing.”
My father was a lawyer decades ago. Pride wore on his face the day I told him I was going to law school. I’ll never forget that day. But his career was incredibly short-lived. The lifestyle, he told me, simply didn’t suit him and Mom wanted to move back home.
“Is that why he gave it up? It was too easy for him? Or are the stocks just paying better?” Patterson questions me.
I shrug again and this time when Patterson’s gaze drops, I lift my glass of wine to block what little of my cleavage could possibly show from that angle.
“My mom wanted to move back home,” I answer straight-faced. We never wanted for anything and grew up in a nice enough area. It may have been a small town and not anything like New York City, but we were well-off. Maybe not as well-off as Patterson; I have no idea. “I’m sure he would have stayed had he known what the firm would become,” I offer him with a polite smile and a nod of recognition.
There’s a murmur of agreement from Patterson and then he takes a swig of his drink. I look away, not wanting to continue the conversation.
Patterson knows far more than I do about my father’s departure. I’m not privy to my parents’ decisions back then. And I don’t like to have conversations involving sensitive topics knowing I’m lacking relevant details on said topic.
“You know I was surprised you came down here of all places.” Patterson doesn’t quit, leaning back in his seat. “I get it, wanting to stay on the case and transfer…” he pauses and nods, dropping his head. “That’s commitment,” he comments into his lap and raising his brow, which forms a series of lines on his forehead.
“I was just starting and took it as a sign.”
“What’s that?” he questions, not following and I don’t know if it’s because of the whiskey or because, like my mother said, it was crazy that I was moving to stay with a case.
“The firm was a starting point so when the offer came up and evidence led us here, it seemed like a sign. Like I was meant to get into federal criminal law.”
“And what did your father think of that?” Patterson questions. “I’m sure he was able to help you. He has strings to pull. But to help you go into federal criminal law…” he trails off and makes a face just then. One I’d like to punch but instead I simply smile.
My father and him were defense attorneys. “Working for the prosecution shocked him, but my involvement and dedication didn’t.” I give him the same answer I gave Claire five years ago. And just like her, he nods with understanding.
“You certainly worked your ass off to get here.”
The smile on my face is genuine as I say, “And I appreciate the help I got along the way.”
His asymmetric smile widens and he lifts his glass to me in cheers, but just after taking my sip, Patterson’s smile fades.
Before I can turn to my left to look at whatever’s taken his attention, a heavy arm rests across my shoulder and Cody Walsh kisses my cheek.
I barely catch sight of him before his lips brush against my skin.
What the fuck is he thinking? My heart spasms as I smile like it’s a joke and push against his muscular chest, which barely moves.
“Do you have a minute?” Cody questions, his brow furrowed as he ignores Patterson. The older man is up from his seat and leaving before I can hiss at Cody, “What the hell are you thinking?”
Adrenaline races through me as I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, the long day wearing on the simple bun I’d styled my hair into this morning, and casually glance around the bar.
Aaron saw what Cody did, that I’m sure of. He has the decency to look away when I catch him staring.
Shit. Shit, shit, shit. It will be the talk of the office. As if I need any more buzz around my personal life and intentions right now.
“I’m sorry I didn’t come over sooner; I’ve been busy.” He speaks as if it’s a given. Like he was genuinely busy. Does he think I’m a fool? I have eyes and common fucking sense. He was ignoring me and we both know it. I’m not an idiot and I don’t like being treated like one.
“What the hell are you doing, Walsh?”
“Saving your ass. He was eyeing you up and you didn’t like it. I know damn well you didn’t.”
“He’s my father’s age and my father’s friend.” The excuse doesn’t dissipate Cody’s scowl; it only makes it deepen. And quite frankly, I second-guess myself at the term “friend.”
“Don’t lie to me,” Cody reprimands me. He has some damn nerve.
I grit my teeth, laying cash down at the bar for the glasses of wine and grab my coat. “You have some fucking nerve to come over here pretending to be a knight in shining armor when you’ve ignored me for days.” The last word is practically spit out of my mouth.
I could choke on emotion right now, but I’m damn good at ignoring it and better yet, at hiding it. I give Cody the cold shoulder and silence as I make my way out of the bar, but the stubborn fool follows me.
Shaking my head and huffing out a sarcastic breath, I turn to look at him as the entrance doors close and a gust of wind blows against my bare neck.
“I don’t have time for a man who doesn’t know what he wants.” My anger is palpable. I don’t know what gets to me more. Him ignoring me after sleeping with me, or him affecting the way colleagues see me by implying we have a romantic relationship in the bar.
I don’t care to figure it out. Not here in the cold night on the corner of Main and Spruce.
“I’m already up shit creek with the press. I was fine with having something low key. But ignoring me? No, I didn’t sleep with you because I thought you’d treat me like I didn’t exist after. And I sure as hell didn’t want it out in the open. I get it, you don’t want a relationship, but causing a scene isn’t my style. I don’t need any more prying into my life,” I mutter under my breath and push Cody back another step.
“I’m not prying.”
“No, you’re kissing me in front of everyone after leaving without a word and not speaking to me for days.”
“You needed him to back off,” Cody says, keeping up his hero mentality and it only pisses me off more. Is he not hearing me?
“Is that what you were really doing? Saving me?” I practically hiss. The weight of the other night lays on my shoulders. I glance around to make sure no one’s out here, but even in the empty street, I feel the familiar prick. It’s an uneasy sensation, only adding to my annoyance and frustration. “I want to get out of here.”
“Because I kissed your cheek?” Cody asks as if it’s an insult and I take it as my cue to cross the street. Holding my coat tightly closed and ignoring Cody behind me as I walk as quickly as I can to the garage.
“Don’t follow me.”
“Don’t leave then,” Cody responds.
Why does it have to be messy? Why couldn’t this have been low key and easy? The same at work as it’s always been and if we needed each other, we’d act on it. That’s what I thought it would be. Just as I figured Cody would, he follows me as I storm off toward the garage, my irritation growing with every step. Both with myself and more so with Cody.
It’s not until I get to the entrance of the garage, standing just before the concrete stairs that will take me to my car that I ask him, “When did I become a damsel in distress? Not once have you walked me home. Not one goddamn time!” The spite in my voice surprises us both. The hurt in my chest lingers and I struggle with what I’ve just said.
“I would have taken you home if you’d asked.”
“I didn’t and I’m not now,” I answer, turning away from the hurtful look in his pale blue gaze.
“Why are you so pissed?” he asks. “I’m sorry I kissed you in there. I get it. You want this to be low key and—”
“This?” I say, cutting him off, not hiding my shock and irritation. “What is this, Cody? Because you slept with me, which I initiated, I take that on, I get that. But then you left without a word and ignored me repeatedly. It would have been fine if it went back to normal. So what exactly is this?”
“I don’t know,” he says and his demeanor changes, like he’s struggling between remaining a guarded wall or giving me a look like he’s a wounded puppy dog. If he wasn’t so handsome, it would be pathetic. But as it stands, the look makes it difficult to stay angry.
“You don’t know and I don’t know either, but you don’t get to make a public statement because I fucked you one time. My career is more important to me. The way they see me in there matters,” I say and throw my hand up, pointing at where the bar is down the street. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“I fucked up. I’m sorry.”
I don’t know how to respond, so I cross my arms, letting his apology sink in. I’m grateful for it, but damn am I hurt and still pissed, even if that emotion is waning.
“I don’t know how to do this, but I want to talk.”
Now he wants to talk? “Not tonight; I have to work. I had a shit couple of days. I just need to go home.”
“Then let me take you home,” Cody offers, ever the gentleman and I can at least respect that but I’m not exactly ready to just let it all go. I can’t just let it go. Ignoring me, ghosting me, and then getting all touchy-feely with me in the bar? He could have handled this any other way than how he did. I suppose I could have too, but I’m too tired, too overwhelmed, and too pissed off to think about it right now.
“I can take myself. I’m fine.” The bitter note in fine is the cherry on top of this shitty night. I shake out my hands, trying to let it all go before digging in my purse for my keys.
“I know you’re still mad. I’m good at pissing people off.”
The confession tumbles out of me before I can stop it. “I wonder if you’d have even come over to me if someone else hadn’t hit on me.” Shit. It hurts to say it out loud. I could have left and he wouldn’t have even said hello to me if someone else wasn’t scouting out his territory. My hands go clammy. It would have been easier to just ignore him and go about my night. Why the hell did I let him get to me? Why did I go after him when I knew it wasn’t going to work?
“That’s bullshit,” he says and his conviction makes me doubt myself.
Lifting the strap to my purse higher up on my shoulder, the keys still not found, I question him, “How would I know? You didn’t message me. You couldn’t even look at me. Was it really that bad?” I’m proud that my voice doesn’t break out loud like it does in my head. “No one likes to be ignored. Especially not by a man I just slept with this past weekend.”
“Don’t do that,” he says. Cody’s voice is comforting but I don’t fall for it.
“I’m not your problem, so I can do anything I want, Agent Walsh.” I’m close to turning away from him when he takes my elbow in his grasp and before I can object, places something in my hand.
“I was texting you this,” he says and closes his hand around mine, forcing me to take his phone. “Just read it. All right?”
“I don’t want to read a text when you could have sent it and didn’t.” My annoyance does nothing but fuel him to stare me down until I let out a frustrated sigh.
“Just read it.”
Finally, I look down at the phone, if for no other reason than to appease him enough to let me leave. The bright screen lights up and I see he’s brought up his messages between the two of us. It’s a long message that he’s referring to, one left unsent. I have to scroll up and when I do, I accidentally hit send. Shit. I guess it doesn’t matter if I’m reading it anyway. Letting out a slow breath and ignoring the squeal of tires from someone leaving on the opposite side of the mostly vacant garage, I start to read the message Cody thinks is going to change my mind.
I enjoyed last night.
That’s the first line and I don’t get much farther. “It wasn’t last night,” I comment, letting my head fall to the side and seeing for the very first time in years, a vulnerable Cody Walsh.
With the lights from the parking garage illuminating his face, he looks younger than I’ve seen him before and my breath slips out easier as I remember his hard body over mine, his muscles flexing as he took me, pressing my back against the sofa and rocking himself into me ever so slowly but deeply to bring me closer to my own release before he found his.
“I didn’t start writing it today,” he admits, scratching the back of his neck. His five o’clock shadow combined with that boyish smirk makes me warm to him.
Dropping his phone back in his hand, I don’t read the rest of the message.
“I enjoyed it. I like you. I just don’t know how to not fuck it up.”
“Going caveman isn’t something I’m interested in,” I offer him.
“You want this to be discreet?” he asks and I simply nod.
“Read the rest,” he presses, pushing the phone toward me but I reject it. Only the phone; I don’t reject him. My heels click on the pavement as I close the space between us and tell him, “I sent it to myself so I’ll read it when I get home.” With a nod and a simper, I add, “Maybe I’ll text you back before the week is up.” It’s only a lighthearted joke and it does exactly what I want it to. Cody relaxes his arms around me, letting his hands fall to the small of my back. I’m tall in my heels, but he’s still an inch or two taller than me so he has to lower his head to whisper against my lips, “Don’t be mad at me.” His plea isn’t lost, but neither is my frustration.
“Don’t ignore me … and don’t kiss me in public,” I say and the statement isn’t spoken harshly. Maybe there’s even a small plea hidden in the gentleness with which I spoke it.
As I close my eyes, I know I shouldn’t be doing this. I should end it between us. My life is complicated enough. It felt so good though and I’ve wanted him for far too long to throw it away. Even when all the warning signs are flashing bright red lights in front of my face.
He pulls back just slightly, his inhale making his chest rise and I find my fingers itching to slip up his jacket and lay right there against his white t-shirt that’s taut against his skin.
“Is this public?” he questions, his voice laced with desire and his pale blue eyes simmering when I lift mine to his.
As I part my lips to answer him, he captures them in his, stealing my response and my breath just the same.
Tilting my head and rising up just slightly on my heels, I meet his need with my own. His hands play against my back, keeping me to him and my own reach around his neck, loving the skin-on-skin contact and wanting more of it. Needing more of it.
As his tongue melds with mine, the heat of our embrace enveloping around the two of us, I wish I could get lost in his touch tonight.
But I can’t. My eyes open before his and I pull away, breathlessly and with a heat rolling through my body. Cody stays perfectly still a second longer than me and takes his time opening them. His steely blues stare me down with the look of a hunter. A look that makes me feel so very much as though I’m his prey.
“Not tonight, Agent Walsh,” I tell him with my heels steady on the ground and he grins at me before stepping forward and planting the smallest of kisses on my jaw, his strong fingers brushing against my neck and hardening my nipples with the simple touch.
He catches that my eyes close when he kisses me. I know he does from the look of triumph on his handsome face.
“Drive safe, Delilah.”
It’s not until I get home that I read his text.

I ENJOYED LAST NIGHT. I enjoyed you.
I don’t do flings and I don’t do girlfriends.
I don’t fuck around with coworkers or people I see day to day.
You know I don’t have time for a relationship. I’ve failed at every one of them I’ve ever had. I’m going to fuck this up. If this is even a thing. If this is something that you want to do again.
That doesn’t change that I want you. I’ve wanted you for a long damn time and even after last night, I want you still. I can’t offer you commitment and I’m not good at much of anything other than my job.

THAT’S where his message stopped and I’m quick to respond before I think too much about anything he said in this text and focus only on that kiss under the lights in the parking garage.
Don’t think about it, just take me home tomorrow night.





DELILAH
Even with the curtains closed, the sun creeps in, waking me from a much-needed deep sleep. My eyes are heavy at first, but my body is so relaxed and at ease. The blush comforter, two shades lighter than the matching curtains, slips down my body as I sit up, stretching and note that the side of my bed Cody slept on last night is empty. I can’t help but to touch it and when I do I find it’s cold.
He left already.
He’s good at that. We leave separately from the bar, and meet back here. At least we have the last two weeks. Thus the relaxed muscles and deep sleeps. A good fuck is a miracle worker for the tired mind and sore body.
Letting out an ungodly long yawn, I stare down the paperwork that litters the top of my dresser. I worked magic in this apartment to give it a mature, fresh and feminine feel. A place I could hide away and forget all the bullshit and hardness of my day job. Who was I kidding? Every surface of the bright white furniture is covered with evidence of what I do. The fact is, I bring my job home. Always. It’s not about being a workaholic; it’s simply that I can’t let go of things that matter.
There’s a memory for every inch of this room. Moments when haunting evidence seemed to unveil a truth to me in the late hours when I couldn’t sleep.
I can make this room as pretty as a page out of a home décor magazine and it still wouldn’t matter.
The silk sheets rustle as I get up and that’s when I see the note on the bedside table between the alarm clock blinking 12:00 in bright red. In other words, someone in the unit tripped the fuse again. With a frustrated exhale, I check my cell phone for the time and fix the clock before reading the note Cody scribbled out for me.
Going to New York for a case. I’ll miss you.
Two sentences are all he wrote, but the last one leaves a smile on my face.
Opening the drawer, I slip it inside with the two others he left me.
The first:
I’m sorry about the last few days, but not about the part in your bed. Call me whenever you want. Or text. I’ll be waiting and I’ll try not to kiss you whenever some prick eye fucks you at the bar. And yes… I meant it when I said you look sexy with that silk scarf in your hair.
The second one he left is inconsequential, like this one, but I keep it anyway because it makes me smile. Nothing has changed at work between us and there haven’t been any other incidents. If Aaron or anyone else suspects we’re seeing each other, they keep it out of the gossiped conversations in the break room. Or at least they haven’t had the nerve to confront me.
My bare feet pad on the floor and I wrap the belt to my thin cotton peach robe with cream lace tight around my waist as I make my way to the kitchen. Today’s my first day off in … Lord knows how long. Coffee and then I promised myself I’d relax. Truly take a moment and read or maybe I could take my sister out to get our nails done. It’ll be a little over an hour drive for each of us, there’s a shopping mall halfway between us. It’s perfect for our get-togethers. She’s barely spoken to me since our last call. We’ve had our ups and downs but of everyone in this world she’s my rock. Only a year and four days apart, we’ve gone through life together. Everything that’s happened, every milestone and pitfall.
We fought like cats and dogs in high school and I even have a faint scar on my face from one spat where she scratched me. College came and we drifted apart for a moment; the photos on my fridge are proof of the distance. So many pictures of when we were children, then nothing of us together until I was a junior in college and her a sophomore. I went for a law degree, following my father’s path. My sister went for psychology. We studied together, partied together. We were each other’s wingwoman in every way. My mother always said we’d be best of friends and that we needed to rely on each other. It’s odd for her to say that considering her falling-out with our aunt, but she was right.
Ever since college, we don’t go long without a call between us. It’s been nearly two weeks, the longest that I can remember, and the realization makes my empty stomach sink. I’ve been too preoccupied with Cody and work.
Pressing the brew button and listening to the water heat up in the coffee machine, I write out a quick text to her:
Off today and tomorrow. When are you free to meet up?
After I press send, a deep crease finds itself in the center of my forehead. I have twelve unread messages and two missed calls. Both of them from Claire. No voicemail left.
Swallowing thickly, I go through each of the messages.
I’m so sorry.
They’re such assholes.
Are you okay?
You need to call me.
The texts vary from coworkers to family members. I’m confused about most of them, not writing back a response until I know what the hell is going on.
A text from Aaron includes a link to an article. Written by Jill Brown’s associate. The opening paragraph makes my jaw drop and it’s then that the coffee machine sputters, announcing the hot cup of coffee is ready.
As if a cup of coffee could fix this.
I wondered what they’d write about and of course I’d give these assholes ammunition to keep the negative press running.
With my fingers going numb, I read the entire article in record time, feeling the anger rage inside of me. They bring up my father and his old cases, which is infuriating. His career has nothing to do with mine.
Worse, they bring up my relationship with Agent Walsh. Questioning if either of us were fit for the case given our romantic relationship. As if we were in one back then.
Can Miss Jones’s judgment be clear while pursuing a romantic relationship on the field? The first case that went cold was with him and since then a series of murder investigations have led to no arrests. Those cases are worked by both the woman in question and Cody Walsh of the FBI.
I feel fucking sick to my stomach. Dropping the phone to the counter, both of my elbows hit the granite and I bury my head in my hands.
My father’s integrity as a lawyer has never been questioned. Oddly enough, Patterson isn’t mentioned and I wonder if he had a heads-up on the story. If maybe he even leaked the information about Cody and me.
Rubbing what little sleep remains from my eyes, I process everything again, breaking it down bit by bit in between swigs of coffee. Claire is going to be pissed. She’s going to be furious.
But the facts remain the same: they’re running a story because I’ve been notable recently, even if in the past there were a number of cases that ended up going cold. A pissed-off criminal lawyer, fairly inexperienced and working for the Assistant Attorney General… they were given one comment I made on the street and they ran with it, letting imagination get in the way of facts.
Internally, I prepare my response to Claire.
I didn’t make the press by losing cases. The media has focused on the fact that so many of my cases don’t have enough evidence to even go to trial. Cases that they plaster everywhere and then demand justice. They want someone behind bars. All the cases are murder investigations. At least the ones mentioned in the article are and those are the ones that require me to work with Walsh. Mostly against crime organizations that are established and difficult to penetrate.
They aren’t the only cases that matter, but they bring in the most headlines, and higher ratings on the news.
They want someone to pay, and they thought going after my family’s history in murder trials and my romantic relationship would paint me as a villain. As someone incapable of performing her job. Worse still, they question my intentions for this position. The last lines of the article imply I have ulterior motives. That I don’t want the cases to go to trial because like my father, I’m protecting murderers, the mob, and serial killers.
With shaking hands, I reach for my phone, desperate to get in touch with Walsh. This is bullshit. I’ve never been so angry in my life.
I worked tirelessly to get here. I’ve dedicated every waking hour to pursuing the same assholes they want to see locked up. It’s one thing to not be good enough, it’s another to have your intentions questioned.
As I hit the call button, two things happen at once.
I get an email from Claire that I read while I place the call on speaker, listening to the ringing:

WE’RE ISSUING this statement in response to the article and you have a mandatory one-week paid leave while we investigate. Lay low, and stay out of the press.
See the attached document.

INVESTIGATION? Really? I don’t expect to feel betrayal, but I do. The attached document is a defense for me but it’s short. I don’t know what else I could expect. The statement is merely them covering their ass.
The second thing that happens at that same time is that my sister texts me.
As I read the text, Walsh’s voicemail greets me when he doesn’t answer and I don’t have the presence of mind to hang up. I’m lost in what my sister wrote more than any of this bullshit. Dread sinks down to the soles of my feet and anchors me there in that moment.
Mom’s in the ER. You need to come home.





DELILAH
J ust let it pass. Cody’s text is a single line. His answer to my extremely long voicemail is a single line.
Hours go by before he texts again, hours of driving through the mountains of Pennsylvania and up to the Podunk town in New York where I grew up.
I’m at a gas station before he messages again: This break will be good for you. Your mom needs you and by the time you get back, all of this political bullshit will have passed.
My stomach stirs with the faint smell of gas and the whirl of cars driving down the worn asphalt road beside the gas station. Staring up at the faded sign, I do what I’ve always done—I breathe through it all, not letting it get to me.
My mom’s arm is broken. She’s not sick or dying. I won’t be here for long and then I’m going home to look into that journalist. With my message sent, I slip the phone into the cup holder and finish up at the gas station.
Regarding the article, I’m pissed, Cody seemingly couldn’t care less.
When my phone rings at the swinging red light to get back on the interstate, I nearly answer it until I see it’s my sister. I’m pissed at her too. My heart fucking stopped when I saw her message about our mother.
I didn’t even know it was only her arm until I was halfway here.
She wouldn’t answer; neither would Dad.
Anger swarms inside of me. Coupled with disappointment and resentment. Could anything else go wrong this week?
Some days are harder than others in the career I’ve chosen and it took me a long time to realize it’s like that with family too. Some days … some days I just wish they would be honest. I still would have come. I know Cadence would argue that I wouldn’t have, but I had the time off and I didn’t need to be manipulated into coming back home.
That’s exactly what it feels like and my discontent with my sister is why I drive the rest of the way, nearly two hours, without the radio on and my phone on silent. I didn’t even realize it until I parked in the hospital lot that I hadn’t turned the volume back up. Sometimes a person just needs quiet.
A few hours of quiet to clear my head and let Cody’s suggestion sink in: Just let it pass.
I can do that, I think as I climb out of the car, my purse hanging from the crook of my arm and the light jacket I threw on before leaving not doing a damn bit of good up here where it’s colder. At least I can try, but I can’t stop caring.
Absently, I nudge the door shut with my hip, cradling the bouquet of flowers I picked up for my mother in my arms. As I walk into the small hospital, I can’t recollect what I even packed. It was a furious effort to gather up my luggage and leave immediately.
I asked my sister what happened. She said she didn’t know.
It’s a difficult task not to set my jaw into a straight line when I see her as the glass double doors open and the visitor section to the left of the desk is visible. Mom could’ve been dead. I thought she was dying. How could she let me think the worst and not answer me when I demanded to know more?  The words pile on top of each other in the back of my throat when I see my sister, but she doesn’t see. She doesn’t see any of the resentment, any of my anger through her blurred vision.
I nearly tumble back when my sister, slightly taller than me, skinnier and frailer in every way, wraps her arms around me and sobs in the crook of my neck.
I’d hold her back but I can’t move my arms; she’s gripping me so tight and my hands are full.
The anxiousness and fear sink back into my blood, slowly coursing through me.
“It’s just her arm,” I whisper to my sister in a dual effort to comfort her and also remind myself. “It’s just her arm, isn’t it?”
Cadence is slow to unwrap her delicate self from my body. She should’ve been a model, I swear. As she does, I take in the scene behind her. Auntie Susan is in the waiting area too. My God, I barely even recognized her. I don’t see Dad anywhere. The only other people in here include the woman working behind the desk and a man with his son in the opposite corner of the waiting area. There are only two rows of seats on the right side of the entrance. But we have our own corner it appears, judging by the two coats spilling over one chair and where Auntie has her purse on the coffee table next to two cups of what I know is tea. None of the women in my family drink coffee but me.
My gaze is brought back to Cadence when she sniffs and wipes her eyes, apologizing with that hint of shame for breaking down. Steadying her with a grip on her forearm, I ask her, “Where’s Dad?” The rustling of the plastic around the flowers is all I get in response because Cadence breaks down again, silently crying and walking off to gather a tissue.
Hitching my purse up my shoulder and straightening my coat, I take my time making my way to my auntie.
I set the flowers and my purse down on the end of the coffee table and take off my coat, laying it on the third seat from the end. My auntie in the corner, then my sister, then me.
“Hi Auntie,” I greet her, stepping in front of my sister to lean down and give my auntie a hug. I expect it to be brief but she holds on to me tight, whispering that she’s glad I’m here before she releases me.
Her tone is tense and that’s what keeps me from asking the question again: it’s just her arm, isn’t it? Dread is a difficult thing to swallow; even more difficult to talk through.
“Dad’s talking to the police.” My sister speaks up before the silence passes too long. Her slender fingers run under her eyes gracefully before wiping the mascara that mars the tip of her fingers on her black skinny jeans. I know my sister very well, and she simply threw on those clothes. Yet, she still looks beautiful. Her hair in curls, her face fresh and bright eyed. She’s wearing a chunky cream knit sweater that hangs just low enough to show her chest and the cream against her light brown skin complements her perfectly.
Even with tears in her eyes, she’s beautiful. And she looks just like Mom. Everyone used to say it growing up; her skin is lighter than Mom’s, but that’s the only difference between them. She got our mother’s femininity, and I got our father’s intellect and ruthlessness.
“Why?” I question, crossing my ankles and observing, taking everything in. “What happened that he has to talk to the police?”
My auntie looks off in the distance, staring at the worn mural on the far wall. It’s nothing special, a mundane piece of art displaying trees and a sunrise made of tiny mosaic tiles. Something to comfort people and do nothing more. My auntie stares blankly at it while my sister stares at me, her hand landing on my forearm.
“She broke her arm; she said she fell. But the other bruises are older and she has a number of fractures.” My sister whispers the last sentence, swallowing harshly as she lets the implication hang in the air.
My first thought is that it’s been a long time since they’ve fought. We were children back then and he never touched her like that after. How awful is it, that I know even as my chest goes tight and my fingers cold, that he’s hit her before and yet I don’t want to believe the accusation.
“Did he hit her?” I ask outright. How the question comes out evenly, I don’t know. I can feel them both staring at me, their eyes boring holes into the side of my face as I stare at the steel elevator doors, wishing a doctor would come down and say I could see my mother, so I can ask her, rather than sitting here with people who don’t know. They don’t know. Mom would tell me. She’d tell me the truth. They had their problems early on, but they’re over. She broke her arm, that’s all.
Dad wouldn’t do that; he wouldn’t hit her. My mother is a strong woman. She wouldn’t let him. This is all a mistake. Isn’t it? It’s just a misunderstanding.
Fuck, I think as I drop my head and close my tired eyes. My mind’s playing tricks on me and my emotions are storming inside of me, whipping me around until I can’t think straight.
“Did he hit her?” I repeat myself, louder this time when neither of them answers. Auntie doesn’t say a damn thing, but she doesn’t stay silent either. She’s deliberate when she grabs one of the two cups off the table in front of us and makes her way around the other side of it, saying she’ll give us space.
It took me a long time to realize the reason for the tension between my auntie and my father.
He came from money, had a white-collar job. He was powerful, older and white, marrying a younger black woman from a poorer neighborhood. “Trophy wife” was a term used a lot when we were younger.
My mother once screamed at her family that they couldn’t be happy for her. That they hated him because he wasn’t like the rest of them.
I thought she was right because my grandmother, her mother, never did seem to like him. But then again, my father’s mother never seemed to like my mother. It went both ways. All of my grandparents died before I was ten and I hardly remember them but I do remember the way they looked at their child’s spouse. Like they didn’t belong together in any way.
I thought my auntie had the same ideas as my grandmother.
Until Mom left him one day, taking us to Auntie Susan’s and both of her sisters told her she needed to leave him. I was too young to realize what was going on. Cadence knew before I did. She’s younger, but she remembers far more than I do. That was the one and only time, though.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if he did,” my sister finally speaks, her voice lowered and careful. “They haven’t been getting along recently.”
“Well, what did Mom say?” I question her, feeling my pulse strike harder. I struggle with the way my sister sees my father. I know they had fights, they had bad moments, but there were so many good ones. So many times they kissed each other in front of us. So many happy memories and occasions that were pure joy. What they went through before was a rough patch. That’s what my mom said, it’s what she called it, a rough patch.
“I want to know what really happened,” I comment and as I do, I feel warm tears at the corners of my eyes.
“I think I started it,” Cadence whispers in a choked voice then reaches for her tea. She holds on to it like it’ll protect her, her shoulders hunched inward. “I called Mom because… that guy I was with. He was rough the other night and I don’t know why, I called her and I blamed her.” Her voice cracks as she slumps back into her seat.
“What?” Disbelief runs rampant through me. Unpacking everything takes time, but the first reaction I have is to protect her, to defend her from whatever fucker she’s referring to. “What do you mean he was rough with you?”
“He just pushed me against the wall. I told him to leave when we got into a fight over something stupid. I don’t even remember.”
“Who is he?” I ask and my voice is deathly low.
“No one now. I’m done with him. I blocked him and he’s not interested in me anymore anyway. Not after what I said to him.”
I can only nod once before waiting for her to continue.
“I was upset and I called Mom and told her and she was so… so judgmental.” The hurt is there in her voice, but so is guilt. It’s riddled with it between each quickly taken breath. “So uppity about him and what happened and all I could think is that it happened to her and she stayed with him.
“And I went off on her… I said some things I shouldn’t have.”
“You think she got into it with Dad afterward?”
“I don’t know for sure, but … I just …”
With one arm wrapped around my sister’s shoulders, I pull her into me and let her rest there as her face contorts and she cries again.
“Have you talked to Mom?” I ask her and she shakes her head. “It’s been hours,” I remark.
It takes my sister a long moment to respond, “She was unconscious.”
   
THERE ARE four nurses in the corner of the hospital cafeteria. And then there’s my auntie with a plate she hasn’t touched, and myself. I move the mac and cheese around with my fork, in the same situation as my auntie. Not wanting to eat, but not ready to leave just yet.
My mother seemed fine, apart from her arm wrapped in a cast.
She smiled, she gave me a kiss. She said it got stuck in the railing when she tripped. She was trying to hold on to it and instead she only made it worse.
If it wasn’t for the look on my father’s face, I’d believe her. He got her two vases of daisies, her favorite flower. The smell of them in the hospital room haunts that moment for me. Three vases total, one bouquet from me, lining the room and bearing witness to that conversation.
I can’t be in the room with them. I don’t know how my sister’s doing it. How she can sit there with speculation but not say anything.
“How’s the city life?” Auntie Susan asks me and I bring my amber gaze up to meet hers. It falls quickly to her gray sweatshirt with the block letters from my uncle’s alma mater. He passed a few years ago, a car accident caused by black ice.
“It’s not like New York City.”
There’s a hum of understanding as she stirs a pack of sugar into a steaming cup of tea. Her dark eyes watch the swizzle stick as she asks, “You like it better down there? I bet it’s warmer.”
“It is. It’s ten degrees colder here every time I come up.”
The small talk doesn’t do anything to help the hollow feeling in my chest. Or the numb prick along my arms. I want to talk to someone, but words fail me. That and shame. I don’t want it to be true, but my gut is hardly ever wrong.
“You know what I told your mama?” my auntie Susan speaks up, and the bluntness of it forces me to meet her gaze. “I told her when she went back to him, that I was always there for her. If she wanted to come stay, if she needed money. I told her if she wanted a family dinner, I’d sit next to him but not in his house. I would never step foot in that man’s house.”
Hate seeps into her words, her disgust showing through and the first crack in her armor showing. My auntie’s frame is larger, not at all delicate like my mother’s. She shifts her weight and corrects her expression before continuing, hardening her disposition.
“We make choices, and your mother made hers. Your father made his. I make my own too. I’m not leaving her, but you can’t make sense of it with your mother.”
I don’t speak. Not to her. Not to my sister. Not even to my mother.
I’m silent as I take it all in. Collecting the bits of evidence and forming my own conclusion. I feel dead inside. There’s this pit in my stomach that’s cold and unforgiving.
My mother says it was an accident and that’s all there is to it as far everyone else outside this room is concerned.
I leave before everyone else and without telling them. The last thing I want is to be alone with my father. I don’t want him to look me in the eyes and lie to me. Worse, I don’t want to believe him when I feel so certain that he assaulted my mother and should be behind bars right now.
Flowers are waiting for me at the hotel desk when I check in. I wish they made me smile, but they’re so much more beautiful than daisies. That’s all I can think.
They’re the first thing I see and that smell… the smell fills the entire room. Tossing the keys onto the dresser and letting my purse and the luggage bag sit at the front of the room, I make my way to them.
My fingertips trail down the deep red petals, the smell of the roses covering up the memory of the daisies. A dozen deep red roses.
After washing my face and changing into sweats, I text Cody: You didn’t have to send flowers. But they’re beautiful.
His first text hits me like an ice bath washing down my bare skin. I miss you and I’ve been thinking of you, but I didn’t get you flowers.
A follow-up text from him does nothing to help: Now I wish I had.
He’s the only one who knew I was staying in this hotel. I only told Cody because he asked if I was staying with my parents and I told him, I always stay here.
My limbs are shaky as I move to the window of the hotel room. I’m on the second floor so there’s no reason I should see anyone there, but still, I look over every inch and then do a search in the room, checking in the closet, in the bathroom. I search every inch and then lock the door before heading back to the roses. There’s no note. No indication of who they’re from and the clerk at the desk said she didn’t know. They were simply left here specifically for me when I checked in.
A dozen red roses that keep me up most of the night until I slip into a light sleep, filled with brutal memories.





DELILAH
Three days in my hometown is plenty.
Add in two family dinners with forced smiles and my mother doing her best to tell us she’s fine and everything’s all right, and I couldn’t wait to leave. I spent every moment I could in the hotel providing lies about how much I was needed at work.
There was only one moment I was alone with my father and he called me out on that lie subtly. All he mentioned was the article and he told me the same thing that everyone else did: it’ll pass.
He didn’t say a word about Mom. He didn’t let on that it was obvious there was tension between us. He knows I think he hit her. He knows everyone thinks it.
But in that moment at the restaurant when everyone left and I had to go back for the to-go box of leftovers I’d forgotten, he didn’t mention a damn thing but the article when I ran into him scribbling on the receipt at the table.
Three days of feeling insignificant and like I’m only playing a part in a poorly written film. Four times I tried to reason with my mother, coaxing her to tell me the truth when we were alone. All four times she denied anything had happened other than her being careless. Even when I stared at the other bruises. I’ve never seen a sad smile on my mother’s face until I said I was leaving. I’m just not sure what she’s most sorry about.
I need to see you. My text to Cody remains unsent even though he’s back in town and so am I. But we haven’t seen each other. I spent two days at home before forcing my way back into the office at work.
Claire only agreed because I promised I had no intention of doing anything but paperwork.
There’s always plenty of that to do, was her answer.
It wasn’t a yes and it wasn’t a no. So here I stand, in my office staring between the piles of cases that need to be sorted and filed electronically and my empty cup of coffee. Aaron is technically in charge of these tasks, but I’m grateful to simply be doing something and he’s grateful for the help.
If I told a younger version of myself who thrived on working in the field that I’d be hiding behind files in a silent office for days on end because of PR pressure … I would have snorted the most disbelieving laugh followed by a quick, “Fucking hell I will.”
Reality is a bitter pill to swallow sometimes.
The rap of a quick knock at the door is a pleasant distraction. “It’s open.”
Claire’s gaze moves from me to the stack of folders over a foot high and the open cardboard filing box. “You busy?” As she asks, her smile quirks up and her left brow raises comically.
“I think I need another coffee before I dive into the next stack,” I comment offhandedly. “You have something for me?”
At my question, she makes her way into my office, closing the door behind her with a soft click.
“Just checking on you.”
With my head down, moving several folders from one pile to the next, I peek up at her and her dark gray skirt suit before answering. “I don’t need checking on.”
“Of course you do.” My motion pauses in the air, a manila folder in my clutches before she adds, “We all do.”
I’ve been an honor roll student, salutatorian, and been given every kind of overachiever trophy a person can be awarded. I don’t like the idea of being someone who needs to be “checked up on.”
“I’m good. Almost through with this stack and then it’ll be ready for Aaron to put in the system and be digital.” My statement is practically robotic if not for the dismissive tone.
Crossing her arms, Claire leans back, one heel up and braced against the closed door. “Shaw is clumsy and Tanner struggles to read the jury.”
The huff that comes from my lips brings a smirk with it when she adds, “They’re too green and I want a string of cases to go our way. I might’ve managed an article with the Journal but it’s on hold until we have a series of verdicts go our way.”
“Running defense?” I question her, hating that she spent any time at all to combat the article that ran last week.
“I’m doing what has to be done. We need you in there.”
Silence weighs heavy on my shoulders. I can’t remember the last time I went this long without preparing to go before a judge. I haven’t even gone to Bar 44 or seen anyone other than Aaron and Claire since the article hit.
“Everyone goes through it,” Claire speaks up as if reading my mind. “Shake it off and meet me in the boardroom. I’m not giving this case to one of them to fuck up. Nail it and we’ll ring it out for all it’s worth. As far as I’m concerned, the investigation has been conducted and we found nothing.”
“What are we looking at? Case wise?”
“Double homicide,” she says. Her answer is spoken easily enough and with the glimmer of a challenge in her eyes, a fire lights inside of me.
This is why I do what I do. I put the bad men behind bars. Some people claim we’re only here to show the evidence. That there’s no desire or intention to punish.
Fuck that.
“You need this,” Claire claims and I nod.
“I need it more than you know.” I let the truth slip out firmer than I would have liked.
“How’s your mother?” Her question comes with an assumption that I need the case as a distraction. She’s not wrong.
“She’ll be all right. Just tumbled down the stairs and hurt herself pretty bad.” Even to my own ears, the statement is spoken without any emotion. Inside, turmoil spreads, disgust even because I don’t tell her what I really think. Sucking in a breath and letting it out in one go, I stare down at my boss in her typical professional attire and tell her I’ll be there, abruptly ending the conversation.
I’m busy making sure I put the files back in the correct boxes and email an update to those who need it when Cody messages me.
I need you tonight.
That’s when I see the message I never sent him, still waiting: I need to see you.
I change it to: I want to see you too, but
I have a lot of work and probably won’t go to Bar 44.
Even though the three moving bubbles make me aware that he’s writing something in response, I quickly add: But I need you too. There’s a vulnerability I don’t like in my words, so I lighten it by adding a joke: Come to my place?
Make it a quickie?
I can’t explain why I feel sick to my stomach over it. Or why unease spreads through me until he responds, It’s a date.





DELILAH
“I heard you might be leaving town for a while.” My voice carries a purr to it as the bottle of beer hits the high-top table. It’s nearly 2:00 a.m. and the bar’s clearing out.
A week of normalcy does wonders. No one’s brought up the article and as far as I’m concerned, it never existed.
“Bad news travels fast, doesn’t it?” Cody’s formerly charming expression dims under the bar lights. Office, trial, Bar 44, and bed with Cody. Every day on repeat.
“I thought you were going home?”
“I am,” he answers, tipping back his drink.
“Going home is bad for you?” The disbelief in my voice makes me feel like a hypocrite and Cody’s amused expression displays the sentiment.
“I don’t really have a home anymore. And I never liked that town to begin with.”
There’s something sobering I didn’t know about Cody. It’s easy to get along with the man, easier to get in bed with him. But getting information out of him is something far more difficult. I consult my wineglass, giving him a moment before questioning more. “Your parents?”
“They passed when I was younger. I went to live with my uncle who never wanted kids and he has dementia now.” He shrugs, but nothing he said is casual in the least.
“Sorry to hear that,” I respond apologetically and brush my thigh against his, leaning closer to him even though I know the bar is hardly packed.
“I hate his dementia. Hate going to see him even if I love the man. He was more like a friend than a father. And now…”
“He doesn’t remember you?” The question tumbles out of me with pain and it’s relieved when he shakes his head and answers, “He remembers me. He knows who I am most of the time.
“It’s just … he asks about things that happened before. He forgets about my parents passing. He thinks I’m my father sometimes. And then others he remembers. It’s hard to tell what reality he’s in and what I’m going to get when I visit him.”
It’s quiet for a moment and I want to tell him I’m sorry again but it seems not good enough. They’re just words and I struggle to find something more than just an apology.
“He used to ask about cases. I liked that better.”
“Yeah, it’s easy to talk about work,” I’m quick to agree with him, nodding my head even and offering a gentle smile. “If you need to vent about anything, I’m always here.”
His mood shifts back to easy when he smiles and tells me, “I’m not leaving for a week, though.”
The way he raises his brow makes me huff a short laugh and say, “I guess I’ll just have to put up with you for a little while more then.”
As I joke with him, he brushes the back of his knuckles against mine and the heat unfolds inside of me.
There’s not a lot that makes me melt, but I swear he does.
“It’s easy to hide in work. Even easier to hide under the sheets and get lost, forgetting who we are and what we do,” Cody admits, speaking lowly, like it’s a secret.
“Why do we do this?” I don’t know why the question leaves me. It’s not with conscious consent. I suppose it’s the thought that neither of us likes to go home. We don’t like to talk about anything but work. Why do we put ourselves through this? Why do we prefer to meddle in lives that are long gone and stay buried there when there’s so much more to life than this?
Walsh’s gaze slips lower than it should, landing between my breasts as he questions, “Do what?” The edge of the bottle rests against his bottom lip for a moment too long, forcing me to pay too much attention to his expert lips.
“Do this job,” I answer firmly and holding an edge that doesn’t last. With my teeth sinking into my bottom lip, I return his hungry eyes with a heat in my own.
We should stop this conversation in public. I should stop leaning so close to him.
We’ve gotten too comfortable and even when I glance around the place, noting that no one’s watching and no one cares, I know damn well we shouldn’t be reckless. Especially after that article and the insinuation made. Even if I’ve nailed four trials in a row, I don’t need the judgment affecting my job.
“Why do we do what we do…” Cody’s intonation lowers, becoming more serious as he stares at my nearly empty glass of white.
“That’s what I was wondering?” My question doesn’t bring his gaze back; he’s lost in something reflected in the glass.
“I know I do this because of my brother.” Every muscle in my body tenses. Carefully, feigning a casualness that I’m all too aware is absent from this conversation, I pick up the glass and sip the white wine after commenting, “The one who passed?”
We spent over a year working together before anyone mentioned the fact that Cody Walsh had a brother. It’s one of the very few things I knew about him.
“Yeah, he’s the only brother I had. He was just a kid.”
“You were too, weren’t you?” I question, my memory betraying me. I’m almost certain his brother was seven or eight and Cody was only ten.
“Maybe I should stop. It’s been a long day and I’ve had too much.”
I shrug nonchalantly and say, “Whatever works for you. I do love getting to know you, though.”
I always knew Cody had demons. Something dark and twisted that kept him quiet and guarded whenever his personal information was in question.
The second his guard would start to crumble when I first met him, another would go up behind it, thicker and even more impenetrable. There’s not much about the man’s past that I know.
He’s a workaholic like me. He cusses under his breath when he’s pissed and likes beer on easy days. Jack and Coke when he wants to think about something that’s bothering him. He always says it’s a case. He lives for his job with the FBI and I get it.
My first real job was with the FBI, although not as an agent. I was only a lawyer working the cases with them. Cody was the knight in shining armor, willing to do whatever it took. Last one to call it a night and the first one to gather us in the morning.
Brutal tasks require brutal men. To this day I don’t know what makes Cody the man he is, only that I want to know his secrets. I want him to trust me enough to do so.

“YOU DON’T HAVE to stop. I want to know.” Laying my forearms on the table and leaning forward so I’m closer to him, I add, “You can tell me.” I’m vaguely aware of a couple nearby gathering their things and leaving. The sound of clinking from glasses being collected fades as I fall into Cody’s light blue gaze.
It swirls with an intensity, but deep inside the shades of silver and cobalt are secrets locked away, rattling behind the bars where he holds them hostage.
“What happened to him? You never did tell me the story. All I know is that you two were split up and he passed a little while later.”
“It was years, not a little while. I went with my uncle; he went to my aunt when our parents died.” When he told me the two of them were split up, I assumed his mother and father had split. I didn’t know they split after.
“That’s rough,” I barely speak, feeling a tingle of unease run through me. “It must be difficult to be separated like that… especially after losing your parents,” I offer even though my voice is tight.
“We were never close.” Cody’s response isn’t spoken coldly, but it strikes me still. “He was years younger than me. He was only a kid,” he repeats the last statement in a whisper, finding refuge in his beer and I get the impression that the conversation has come to a halt until he speaks again, surprising me.
“It was a group of three men. They kidnapped and murdered those kids. Fed their remains to the dogs. The one who lived told the cops they had to watch it all. They saw everything happen to the kid before them. One at a time as they huddled together in the cell and were forced to watch.”
“That’s sadistic,” I respond and I don’t know how I’m able to even speak.
“They got off on scaring them,” he responds and his tone is harsh.
“They got them though, right?” Please tell me they got the bastards.
“You could say that. They’re all dead. It never went to a trial.”
How did they die? The question is right there, but that’s not the one I ask. “You were how old?”
“I was twelve. My brother was eight. We were split three years before.”
“I’m sorry.”
“One of the kids they abducted when they took my brother survived. The one who lived said my brother died only hours before the police got there.”
My heart pounds in agony. “So that’s why you do this?”
“Yeah,” he says and pretends like he’s tired, and that’s why he rubs his face down with one masculine hand before looking away.
“You want to tell me your sob story now?” Cody asks and he makes fun of himself, trying to downplay it all, but I see right through him and I love what I see there.
I answer his question with one of my own, “You want to get out of here?”





MARCUS
I was correct in my assumption that Delilah would call the front desk and then call the local floral shop when she received the roses. Both of which would give her nothing. I was right about her not telling Walsh as well, beyond asking if they came from him.
With the pad of my thumb running down the stubble along my jaw, I wonder if she would have told him had she not been in the position she was in. If the stress of that article and her family dynamic didn’t make her so tense and she was more clearheaded.
I can practically hear her laugh as the waitress gives her another glass of white wine. I’m not sure what Sandy told my Delilah, but it brings a glimmer to her gaze that’s been missing for days.
It still surprises me how easily she hides so much pain behind that gorgeous smile. I lean my head back against the leather headrest, listening to the police scanner and diverting my gaze to the front of the bar as opposed to the window I can so easily see her through. For a moment I wonder if I should have sent her wine instead of roses. The smile slips across my face, the feeling unusual as I imagine her uncorking it just to dump the bottle down the drain, not knowing who it’d come from.
She would have enjoyed the smell of it, though. I’ve seen her inhale deeply so many times when that cork is popped from her go-to bottle of Valley Pines Pinot.
The leather seat groans under me as a familiar operator announces a disturbance four blocks from here. Nodding, I recognize the address and continue to hear the flow of conversations, but I’m not listening as intently as I should. Instead, my gaze moves back to Delilah as she talks to her coworker, Aaron Curtis. She doesn’t know how he watches her.
She doesn’t see but I do. As does Walsh.
At least the young man knows she’s out of his league. He doesn’t have the balls to admit he wants her. There’s a small bit of gratitude I offer him from a distance. It’s one thing to know Walsh takes care of that need for her. It’d be different if the man fucking her was … so inferior.
As if it’s his cue, Cody comes into view, sidling up beside her at the bar-height table. She stiffens, becoming far more serious than she’s been all night. A voice alerts me that the scanner is still on, the shrill white noise of it filling the cabin of the car before I lean forward to turn it off, silencing it to keep any more interruptions from disturbing this moment. The days have turned to weeks of this. Him approaching her, the two of them pretending there’s nothing between them.
The act may have fooled most of them, but Aaron knows just like I do. He saw it months ago, when they started to drift together.
Unlike Aaron, it only makes me watch more closely. I want to know what Cody says that convinces her to leave when he does, to let him meet her at her house and let him through the door.
I want to know what she whispers in his ear when he enters her late at night when they think they’ve gotten away with it all. When they think that no one knows that he comforts her at night.
He must know that I know. How could he not? We had a deal. Maybe I hadn’t made myself clear enough.
Rage simmers inside of me, but it’s easily subdued.
Cody Walsh had to know what he was doing by bringing her into this mess. The article was his warning. I know he read it and received the message loud and clear. Perhaps he doesn’t care and he’s going for her, giving in to the temptation regardless.
I’ll bring up the past, then I’ll bury him in the present. Even worse, I’ll start the chase all over again and lure little Miss Delilah back to me.
I was so close to having her before. I wonder if she remembers.
She’s still the same, even if years have passed. Still the same vivacious woman with a heat in her eyes and yet there’s an innocence about her.
The vision of her is only obscured for a moment by Cody walking around her to speak to someone else. I watch her watch him.
Her lips part slightly before she forces herself to look away.
The ache is indescribable. She could look at me that way. If things had been different, she could look at me the way she does him.
I’ve never wanted anything or anyone like I want her and the sick part of me knows it’s because Cody pursued her. It’s a jealousy I haven’t been able to kick.
Still, I wanted her first. There’s no way he doesn’t know.
He knew I cared for her and he stayed close to her.
He knew I was watching and he fucked her.
He knew what it would do to me. Cody Walsh knows me far too well to be unaware.
Even worse, he ignored my latest letter.
Do you ever regret it? Letting that evidence slip through your fingers so you could ensure I executed a different plan of yours?
There was an unspoken deal, a bit of camaraderie between us. I’m not the one who changed things. What happens next is his fault, his doing. Not mine.



PART II
THIS LOVE HURTS…







DELILAH
“I’d like to remind you that you’re under oath, Miss Parks.” I’m aware my voice is harsh, demeaning even, as I look across the courtroom at Missy Parks’ flushed expression. The sheen across her forehead and upper lip only adds to my suspicion. I think she drove the car. We don’t have proof. Not a shred of evidence, so I don’t hint at it; I didn’t charge her with a damn thing because I wasn’t certain I had enough to convince a jury. My red heels click on the shiny obsidian marble floor in Judge Partings’ courtroom. I may not be able to tie her to the robbery, but her testimony is crucial to ensuring her boyfriend goes down for his part.
After all, he’s the one who killed the eleven people inside the bank that night. My hunch that she was driving the car is only that, an inkling based off of years of experience. My gut instinct tells me she didn’t know he was going to shoot anyone. Thus the sweat along her brow and how frequently her voice shakes, requiring her to repeatedly clear her throat.
She’s an accomplice to murder and she knows it. I wonder if the guilt eats her alive at night.
“I’ll ask you again, did you expect your boyfriend at the time, the defendant, Mr. Wilson, to meet you at your home that Friday evening?”
“No, I mean,” she says as she shakes her head, her gaze on the floor to my right. She can’t even look me in the eye and knowing that, I walk with a set pace toward her, forcing her to look at the harsh sound of my heels clacking. “He—he…”
The pencil skirt of my suit is tight as my gait widens. It’s custom tailored, as is my jacket. In contrast, Missy is wearing a shirt far too large for her frame and the same could be said for her jeans. Her attire reinforces her mousy demeanor, making her appear that much more minuscule as she raises her widened eyes to me from the stand. The poor girl looks like she hasn’t eaten in days and her hair pulled back in a ponytail so tight it makes my own scalp hurt, only makes her appearance look worse.
“We’ve gone through your whereabouts and text messages surrounding the time of the crime, Miss Parks. The defendant saw you every Friday evening.” I make sure I point to him, forcing her to look back at him. Look at him. Look at the man who you know committed murder. I pray the jury sees how her expression displays horror just glancing at him.
“Six weekends in a row he met you at your house and stayed the duration of the weekend. After the previous Sunday, he was out of town so you wouldn’t have been able to meet in person and according to your phone records there were no calls between the two of you.” My voice is tight in a ruthless manner as I stare into her eyes now glossed over with unshed tears. I’m conscientious about keeping my body language nonthreatening. My tone and the way our gazes meet may be strict and unrelenting, but the jury needs to relate to me. They need to want to ask the same questions that I’m asking. I lower my voice just slightly and knit my brow as if I’m confused. “So please, enlighten me as to why you wouldn’t have expected him to be at your house that evening. Because every shred of evidence points to the fact that your boyfriend should have been with you that evening.”
Her bottom lip trembles as she shoves both of her hands into her lap. With her shoulders hunched she appears defeated. It would be a dream come true for her to just admit it. To admit she drove to pick him up. That they spent six weeks together planning a robbery and she’s the one who drove. If only she would admit they were together… but that would be a fool’s errand.
Wiping under her eyes, Missy sucks in a deep breath, her shoulders shaking as she holds back a sob. I’m quick to grab the square box of tissues and hold them up to her.
“I realize this is a difficult time, Miss Parks.” She nods, greedily accepting the tissues and playing the part of a mourning woman. Someone shocked by the actions of her on-again, off-again boyfriend. But the twenty-four-year-old won’t get much sympathy from this jury. It’s filled with married women much older than her and the evidence of the defendant’s past led to one very obvious question: why was she still with him? And the manner in which it’s presented points to a conclusion: she was the one who had control over him and bailed him out, but then left him to rot when she couldn’t handle it. She called the shots, at least in her relationship.
“So why wasn’t he with you on the night of August fourteenth? Why didn’t you expect him to be there?”
“I lied,” the young woman blurts out, blinking rapidly as she looks me in the eye, tears still clinging to her lashes. Hope blooms that maybe she’ll confess. She speaks clearly, “I did expect him.” She nods quickly and repetitively and then speaks to the jury, not to me. “I don’t know why he didn’t show up and I was expecting him.”
“Why lie and say you weren’t?”
“I just… I didn’t want to hurt his case anymore.”
Anymore.
The word lingers and I allow a space of time to pass. I let it hit the jurors one by one. In my periphery I see the juror in the back row on the left, a man in an old brown suit, tilt his head, the question marring his forehead with a deep crease.
I could ask how she’d already hurt his case; I could push her more. But this dance is delicate. I have to play my part as well.
With a soft nod, one of sympathy, I announce that I have no further questions.
Let the jury think I’m inadequate by not pushing for more. After all, my gender and race already do that for some of these men and women. Let them be angry that I didn’t interrogate her. That I didn’t ask the obvious question. Because the implication is already there. The defendant’s girlfriend knows he’s guilty.
I know it. They know it. And that’s what I needed from her.
Glancing at the defendant, I catch sight of his anger and more importantly the betrayal in his eyes as he stares at her, his ill-fitting black suit sagging on his slight frame. Now he’ll talk. I’m not the only one who knows she drove. Nothing in this world is more spiteful than a scorned lover.
I make a mental note, as the nineteen-year-old holds his girlfriend’s gaze for as long as he can while she exits the stand, to offer him the deal again. To give up the getaway driver in exchange for a lighter sentence.
Tapping my pen to the untouched legal pad on the table in front of me, I think, I’m damn good at my job. If nothing else, at least I’m damn good at this.
   
A FAMILIAR PRICK at the back of my neck follows me all the way back to my office. I offer tight smiles to everyone I pass as I make my way to the elevator, both hands on the handle of my twill briefcase. Chills flow down my shoulders, the kind that make your insides churn. Glancing over my shoulder when I feel eyes on me again, I know there’s no one there, but I can’t help it. I half expected to see Missy. Maybe to give me damning evidence, maybe to tell me the truth and offer to make a deal since she has to know he’s going to throw her under the bus now that she’s given up defending him. Goosebumps run down my arms when there isn’t a soul in sight. I stare a moment longer, looking past the empty hall and toward the large bay windows.
People pass quickly, walking on their own or in pairs beyond the glass. Not a soul sits still. There’s no one.
Ding. The elevator arrives, snapping me back to the here and now.
Shaking off the nerves, I keep my head in the game. Sometimes this happens. The brutality of what I deal with gets to me sometimes. The doors shut and in privacy I snag a mint from the pocket of my tailored jacket. Sucking on candy or mints helps at times. I read an article about how breathing affects the nervous system and sucking on candy is one of the ways to control breathing. I chose mints after learning about that little trick.
With the small mint on the center of my tongue, I suck, pressing it against the roof of my mouth as the doors open, once again announced with a ding. It’s all very mundane and repetitive. Day in and day out, I do the same thing. To the office, to the courtroom and then home; or to the bar first and then home. Day in and day out. It’s the way it goes and the sight before me is one I’ve seen time and time again. The emotions though, the charge of energy, the relief at times and the disappointment at others… there’s nothing mundane about that.
Alone in my office, I quickly busy myself with writing up the proposal to present to the higher-ups regarding Winston’s case. Missy’s boyfriend has to know by now that the writing is on the wall. When the phone rings, I’ve nearly finished, but it doesn’t matter.
It’s Carl, Winston’s lawyer. He already handed over his girlfriend and confessed everything. “Get the testimony and I’ll sign off on everything then present it to the judge tomorrow.”
The asymmetric smile on my lips grows to a full-on grin. I’ll take my win however I can get it.
Hanging up the phone and relaxing into my chair, I check my cell phone. I’ve never wanted to share my victories before. Not even with my sister. She doesn’t like to hear the details and it’s impossible for me not to give them. But right now, I want to tell Cody. I know he’d get it. He’d understand the high of nailing both of them—that’s real justice. But he’d also get the draining feeling after the adrenaline dissipates. When it all comes down and the next case hits my desk.
Dropping the phone to my desk on a stack of folders, I opt for a glass of wine from the mini fridge of my office. The small door opens and reveals there’s not a damn thing in it but a half-eaten sandwich that I should probably throw out and a nearly empty bottle. I can’t believe I left that small of an amount in it. It’s maybe a quarter of a glass, if that.
Well damn, I think with pursed lips and kick the door to the fridge shut with a gentle nudge, the bottle in hand.
I pour it all out into a clean mug from my desk that’s supposed to be used for coffee and boasts some company’s logo on it. The sip is sweet and I savor it. Letting my eyes close for a minute, the moment they open I stare at my phone.
I can put away murderers and pit lovers against each other… but I can’t text a man I’m sleeping with. A ridiculous huff forces me to shake my head and I down the last bit of wine; it’s practically a shot.
I check our messages.
There are no new texts from him. We last spoke when he called two days ago and it was a quick conversation, but still, he called. He made that move. He showed he was interested. My inner voice tsks that I’m trying to make a pros and cons list in my head rather than having the balls to just message the man.
I could text him. I could tell him how proud I am that I got a conviction without having to rely on a fickle jury for a guilty verdict.
Still, I hesitate for one reason. I’ve never leaned on anyone before, simply because I don’t want to. I don’t want to get in the habit of having someone there, only for them to leave one day.
I’m already a little too close. A little too eager.
A knock at my door shuts down my thoughts and I set my phone aside once and for all, facedown before slipping my heels back on and answering it.
It’s late now; most of the people in the office should be gone. Nearly everyone left at 6:00 for a celebratory drink I turned down to work on this plea deal. The door opens with a click as I ask, “yes?”
To no one.
No one is there and as I lean out of my office, checking left and then right down the empty hall, the chill comes back, that prickling along my neck which then flows down my arms.
It’s as I’m closing the door that I see the note.
At least I think it’s a note. I’m quick to pick it up and even quicker to close the door and then lock it. The freezing cold runs through me and it’s followed by confusion as I turn over the thick rectangular white paper, finding it to be blank.
What?
Swallowing thickly, my throat dry and a nervous heat coursing through me, I stare at the closed door, wondering what the hell is going on and finding myself more anxious or nervous or possibly even scared than I’d like to be.
“It’s only a piece of paper,” I chide myself out loud and move to toss it in the trash can along with the empty bottle of wine, but as I slip my fingers down it to throw it away, I feel a groove in the paper, an etching along the crisp page.
It takes me a moment of standing there alone in my office as the sun sets deep and low, stealing the lighter colors of the evening sunset with it, before I reach into my desk for the only pencil I have. I’m careful as I angle the tip along the one groove I feel. I follow it along the paper, listening to the ticking clock seemingly slowing down as my heartbeat picks up and I read what it says.
Breathe. I force myself to steady my breathing and double-check that the door is locked.
It wasn’t a random piece of paper that was dropped, and I didn’t imagine the knock I heard. I don’t hesitate to call security, slamming down the buttons as I stare at the door and then below it, to the strip of light that shines through unobstructed, letting me know there’s no one there. I’m still not moving from this office without security.
They answer on the first ring. “Security.”
“I need an escort.”
“Ma’am, are you all right?”
“No. Someone is on floor three or was a moment ago. They left a threat at my door and I need an escort as soon as possible, please.” I’m vaguely aware of how calm my voice is even though inside chaos ensues.
I’m not crazy. Someone was watching me today. Someone wants me dead and I think I know who.
The man on the line tells me to stay with him and asks what the threat was. I read the note aloud. “If they rot, you rot with them.”
   
“WE HAVE the footage from the security cameras,” the detail informs me. “We’ll find whoever it was.” He doesn’t tell me anything I don’t already know, but still I nod in understanding and thank him.
The man’s voice is deep but professional. It’s soothing too. When he rapped his knuckles on my door and called out my name… I’m ashamed at the immediate relief I felt. I have a gun I carry too. Still, there’s a lot to be said about having a trained professional by your side.
“We’ll know who did this within the hour.”
“I know,” I say again. I’ve hardly spoken and I know I’m poor company at the moment. “I just want to go home right now.” And get the hell out of here.
With his black hat on and heavy beard, I barely get a good look at Steve. He has broad shoulders though and his uniform doesn’t hide that. The other one, who’s waiting outside the garage, is less impressive in size. I’m far more familiar with him, though. His name’s Taylor and he’s been here for years.
Steve must be new; I haven’t met him before. “I prefer the stairwell if—”
“I do too,” I say, cutting off the newcomer, already knowing protocol. This isn’t the first time I’ve been threatened. Although this feels different. If someone’s waiting for me, the last thing I need is to have a set of doors open and reveal a gun pointed at me. Stairs all the way, my thighs be damned.
Pressing the side button, I check my phone again to see if Cody’s called back as we walk up the flight of concrete stairs to the second floor where my car is parked. The sounds of the city traffic behind us reverberates in the lot as I see I have no missed calls or messages.
My throat is dry and tight with that new information. I called him the second the two men in uniform came to my door to escort me to my car, relieving the security guard who was on the phone with me.
With a deep breath in and an even deeper one out, I tell myself he must not have his phone on him. That’s more comforting than the more likely scenario: he saw and judged my call to be less important than what he was already doing.
“You all right?” the man to my right asks me as I pull out my keys. There’s a note of something in his voice that throws me off. It’s probably only concern, but it sounds more intimate with his voice low the way it is.
A breeze whips around me and I hold my purse closer to my side, my keys in my hand. I hit the button to unlock my car, noting that it’s just the two of us now; the man I trust is a floor below. The beep resonates in the garage, bouncing off the concrete walls.
“Just shaken up,” I admit and try to get another look at his face, but he lowers his head as I do, so it’s only his sharp blue eyes that I get a glimpse of. Only a glimpse.
For a second, I think it’s Cody. A split second, but I know that’s only because I want it to be him. That disappointment only adds to my discomfort.
Slipping his hands into his pockets and nodding at the ground, he answers, “Yeah, I can imagine.” There’s an air about him that I’m drawn to. He’s intentionally keeping his distance, but there’s something else. I can’t put my finger on it.
Before unease can come over me fully, he turns his shoulder to me, effectively dismissing the moment, and tells me to drive safe. Taking it as my cue, I ready myself to get the hell out of here and go home. I miss my bed and the safety of those four walls.
The click to my door opening is met with the screech of wheels from someone on the street below and I glance up to see the security guard has already walked away and is standing at attention in front of the elevator. He stands with his back to it and I know that means he’s waiting until I drive down to leave.
My engine turns over and I put the car into drive before I can secure my seatbelt. I want to get the hell out of here.
I don’t expect Steve to step forward as my car rolls by him. With a racing heart, I slow and again I’m surprised when he offers me a folded piece of lined paper on my way down. My window’s rolled up and he didn’t block my way.
A part of me knows I don’t have to stop. I could keep going. If I wasn’t curious or I didn’t want to get a better look at the man, I would have done just that. I would have kept going and gone on my way guilt free.
I don’t put the car in park, but I do stop and roll down my window. I’m very much aware of the gun in my glove compartment.
“Delilah.” He calls me by my first name and a pang in my chest alerts me to it. “If you need me,” he says, slipping the paper through my window. With my fingers wrapped around it, he doesn’t let go. His eyes are sharp with slight wrinkles around them, showing his age. Mid-forties maybe. There’s a darkness that lies in the depths of his irises, and a severity in the way he looks at me. That’s not what has me sucking in a sharp breath; it’s the heat of his fingers as they press against mine until he lets go of the paper.
The contact is so hot, so unexpected, that I rip my gaze away from his to glance at the note in my hand. By the time I look back up, his back is to me and he takes his spot again at the elevator, not giving me a chance to respond.
Lifting my foot off the brake, I continue down to the ground floor of the garage and I don’t stop until I get to the exit. My head is a whirlwind and I’m so messed up right now, that by the time I reach for my pass to slip into the meter, I’ve convinced myself I’m making things up in my head. The note scared me more than I’d ever admit to anyone and I just wish the man were Cody. I miss him… worse… I feel like I need him.
The arm to the gate lifts and my eyes shift from the gate to the lined paper hurriedly tossed in an empty cup holder.
Taylor nods for me to leave but I don’t. I reach for the note and it crinkles as I unwrap it to read a phone number and then a name. A name that drains the blood from my face.
The biting frost drenches me from head to toe as I read: Sincerely,
Marcus.
Slamming the car into park and listening to the ping, ping, ping as I grab my gun, leaving the glove compartment open, I then leave the driver door wide open too. I run to Taylor, screaming for him to call backup. At the sight of my gun, panic flashes in his eyes.
“Backup,” he says into the radio on his chest as he reaches for his gun, turning in all directions, searching for whatever’s spooked me.
With my breathing coming in hard, I position myself with my back to the wall and alternate looking between the elevator and the paved road that would lead Marcus down to us.
I’m all too aware that he could escape down a stairwell on the other side of the garage. He could already be gone and more than likely is. Hiding, stalking… he’s probably watching me right at this very moment.
My heart pounds as Taylor screams at me, his gun now pointed at the stairwell next to the elevator, very much catching on that someone’s here.
Sirens wail in the background and I know we’ll be surrounded soon.
And the man I’ve heard called a ghost, the grim reaper… the angel of death… he’ll be long gone but he’ll know my reaction.
With my throat tightening and my lungs screeching to a halt like the tires outside, I can barely breathe.
This is what true terror feels like.
Marcus is here.
He touched me.
Taylor relays the events through his walkie-talkie and several cop cars make their way past us, not stopping and heading to the next floor, searching the darkened place with flashlights.
“How well do you know that man?” I question.
“Who? Steve?”
“Yes!” I say, practically screaming like a crazy woman and feeling a burn at the back of my eyes. “Steve is a wanted suspect. He’s a murderer.”
“You requested him.”
“What?” Disbelief colors the single syllable.
“He met me as I walked up. You requested him!”
He’s the man who was never caught. The cold cases that are turning up again.
We thought he died or moved on when the evidence ran dry and the murders stopped.
Every crime scene I’ve been on flashes before my eyes. The blood, the faces. Vomit threatens to come up as I try to answer Taylor.
“He’s a murder suspect.” I barely manage to say the words as three cop cars park just outside of the exit with their lights flashing blue and red in ominous patterns.
My arms fall to my side and my knees feel like buckling as I brace myself against the wall, my defenses down.
As the doors open and close and more men stream out, their guns drawn, Taylor continues to question me. His voice berates every sense I have.
“He’s the one who left the note…. he’s—” Oh my God. I can barely breathe. He threatened me.

“NO. No, they caught the kid who did it. There’s footage.” Blinking back the very real fears wrapping their arms around me, I take in what Taylor tells me. They found the kid, they have him in custody.
“So there are two men out for me?”
“Did Marcus threaten you? What did he do? Tell me everything.”
Taylor’s gaze sinks deep into mine, pleading with me and the numbness inside takes over as I clear my throat and relay everything. The odd feeling between us, the note. The signature.
“I’m going to need that, Miss Jones,” states an officer I hadn’t even realized was beside us, reaching for the note.
“Of course,” I answer but don’t hand it over just yet. “Let me take a picture first,” I add. I don’t wait for his response and the objection is thwarted by Taylor; he knows me too well.
With my back to the two of them and the building surrounded by men in uniform, I photograph the note and a chill comes over me. My fingers slip over the words and I note the lack of indentation, the smooth writing, the curves of each letter.
“We found something,” a voice calls out from the stairwell, coming into view with the slapping of his shoes against the concrete. Staring at him, I wait with bated breath and note there’s something in his hand… he carries it over to where we’re standing, the red and blue lights still flashing across our faces and the stone wall behind us.
“Is it possible he was wearing this?” the cop questions. I’ve seen him before.
It’s short, it’s dark and as I close my eyes and picture Marcus, his sharp blue eyes scold me, forcing my eyes to bolt open. He was wearing a fake beard and that’s what’s in the cop’s hands.
“I didn’t get a good look at him,” I answer with my arms wrapping tighter around myself, “but yes. I think he was.”
The night continues, the sounds and the flashing lights and the speculation consuming every moment but all I can think about, all I can see and feel are those pale blues and the singeing touch.
If he’s not the one who left the note, how did he know to insert himself so seamlessly the way he did? Questions pile up and not a single answer comes to light.
“You need to go home. I’m taking you home.” Taylor’s statement comes with a hand on my shoulder that startles me back to the present.
With muted voices on his speaker and then white noise, Taylor presses the push-to-talk button and answers, “Copy that,” before moving his hand to the small of my back.
“Let me drive. Andrews will follow and I’ll ride back with him.” With a nod and a thank you, I don’t protest. I can barely think straight. I can barely even see what is directly in front of me. Instead I recall the cases. The first time I met Cody and the FBI team that was assigned when the bodies started compounding on one another.
His signature was the letters. His script matches the note. The entire quiet drive home I glance between the photo on my phone and Taylor, who does his best to comfort me, but the kindest thing he does is turn on the radio.
If he wants me dead… I’d be dead.
What the hell does Marcus want from me?





CODY
The messages come through one after the other. Reception out here in this part of Virginia is a bitch and as I sit in the back of the van, I listen to each of them get worse. It’s the makings of a horrific nightmare.
In the first one, Delilah disguises her fear with a sense of indignation. Knowing she’s scared, my blood instantly runs cold. Where are you? But she ended the call with a softer, I need you.
She can’t hide the fear in that statement.
Which makes the second and third messages harder to listen to.
Marcus.
My reaction to hearing his name on her lips is visceral. Bastard! Anger tears through me that he went to her, that he dared to make contact with her.
I’ll kill him. If he touches her, I’ll cut his fucking throat open.
Attempting to play off the emotions that roll through me while surrounded by my team in the back of the van, I can barely respond.
“Right, Walsh?” Evan jokes, shoving his shoulder against mine as we head down the highway.
“Right,” I say as I nod in agreement and then lean forward, gripping the back of Parker’s headrest. “Hey, I need to stop up here for a minute,” I call up to the driver, Bradley. The van has always seemed small with the six of us spread out in the eight-seat vehicle. Two in each row and the black cases in the back stacked up just behind me.
I do all right playing it off even though I feel sick to my stomach, and my hand’s wrapped around my phone with a viselike grip.
They all know about Marcus, but they don’t know the truth. The details are where the betrayal lies and they wouldn’t understand that.
I don’t rush out of the van when we stop. If I did, they’d know something’s up. They probably already do. I don’t want them involved any more than they’ll insert themselves without being told shit. They only need to know what they already know about me and Delilah, which isn’t a damn thing.
She’s for me to take care of and unless I really need them, I’m keeping them in the dark. That’s the way it has to be. The rest stop is typical. They’re always the same. Gas station on one side for passenger vehicles, with diesel pumps on the other for trucks and other commercial transport. The smell of gasoline is strong as I make my way past the pumps. There’s a convenience store with an entrance on the outside and then inside contains a food court and restrooms. The brisk night air is the only comfort against my hot skin.
Evan, a man taller than me and with more years in the bureau too, climbs out behind me and yells for me to wait up. The walk with him is silent and I know he’s catching on to the tension but he gives me my space. Lord knows Evan has his own secrets and if the man is good at anything, it’s respecting boundaries.
This time of night, there are fewer families in the rest stops than during the day, but this particular one has never been empty any time we’ve stopped here.
The interior is littered with cheap tables that are half-filled and the smell of burgers and fried food lingers in the air. There’s only one corner relatively vacant and I pick that one, ignoring Evan’s questioning look as he heads for the restroom and I don’t.
The legs of the chair grind against the speckled linoleum and I take a moment to compose myself before I call Delilah. The tips of my fingers are numb as fear and anger stir inside of me.
If he threatened her, I’ll kill him. I’ll find him and kill him. If anyone has a clue as to where Marcus hangs out, it’s me.
I don’t know where he lives or what he looks like, but with the information I’ve got, my team will find him. I’ll come clean, for her. I’ll confess everything.
If it wasn’t him who left the note and he knows who’s after her… then we have an even bigger problem on our hands.
Her number’s on speed dial and without thinking twice I hit number 8, my lucky number, swallowing thickly as I stare straight ahead, mindlessly watching two kids pull on their father’s jacket, begging for a cookie that’s larger than the size of their small hands. They’re all the way across the food court, but everyone in here can hear their pleas.
The phone rings and rings and just when I think it’s going to voicemail, Delilah answers.
“Cody,” she says and the longing and relief contained in the single-word answer does something to me. My heart sinks but in a way that’s difficult to describe.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” I tell her first, dropping my gaze to the gray lacquered tabletop. Fuck, I’m sorry for so much. The truth goes unspoken.
“It’s okay. I’m okay,” she answers quickly. “They found the kid, he works for a pizzeria and he’s the one who left the note. He said a woman asked him to drop it off for me. She told him she was my friend and it was an inside joke. He had no idea.”
A kid and a woman? The man I knew years ago as Marcus would never have involved children in his work. Never. Maybe she was right in the last message she sent. Two different situations, both colliding. My instincts tell me Marcus, at the very least, knew she’d be threatened. He has a hand in every sin that occurs in our city and I don’t believe he just happened to be there. If the last decade has taught me anything, it’s that there’s no such thing as coincidence.
“And Marcus?” Anger flares in my tone and I have to close my eyes to keep it at bay. When I open them, Evan is across the court, watching me but remaining at a distance. I wave a hand in the air to let him know I’m all right, but he stays where he is, diligently keeping an eye on the surroundings.
I’ll have to tell him something. I’ll think of some excuse. A partial truth maybe. Something happened to a woman I’m seeing. She’s shaken up and I need to get the hell home so I can help her. That’ll do it. Only Evan, though. The entire team doesn’t need to get wind of this.
When one of us is down, all of us pull together. But this? They can’t go digging into this.
Delilah’s inhale is easily heard on my end of the line before she says, “I only think the man who walked me to my car was Marcus because of the note he gave me. The number is untraceable, probably a burner and when they called no one answered. They tried to track it and they got nothing.”
Of course he didn’t answer. There’s no way he wasn’t watching her every move. He knows she told the cops what she suspects. I should feel terror at the realization because Marcus isn’t known for having mercy, but he told me how he felt about her once.
He wouldn’t touch her. He made that clear.
He better fucking not.
“You saw his face?” I question her, my hand forming a white-knuckled fist at my side. He’s a sick fuck and a ruthless murderer. It doesn’t make sense that I’m this calm. That I can hold back this much of what I’m feeling. Except for one little truth. One small detail I’ve never told anyone.
“Only his eyes. Caucasian male with blue eyes.”
No one’s ever seen his face but me; and back then, it was only a glimpse. The details of who Marcus is choke me as I force my body to relax in my seat. It’s only to put Evan at ease. What is reflected on the outside is nothing at all like the turmoil that rages inside of me.
“Is someone with you?” I ask her, praying the security team had enough sense to take this seriously. If everything she’s told me is true, all they have is a note from a man who said he was Marcus. On paper it’s not a threat, but in reality, she should be terrified.
“They put four men on me and they have two teams on the case. One for the note and one for Marcus.”
I can only nod, words refusing to slip through my tight throat. She says his name so easily. Marcus. If only she knew.
Biting back a bitter taste, I tell her I’m sorry again and that I’m coming home. “You’ll stay with me.”
“You don’t have to do that. I’m having security—”
“You will go to my place and stay there until I’m home. Your apartment’s not safe until you get a security system. I’ll do the installation myself.” There’s no margin for negotiation in my tone and as I lean forward, my jaw clenched and lungs still, I know that’s not the tone Delilah typically appreciates. Her silence at the demand confirms my suspicions.
“Do it for me,” I plead with her, lowering my voice as I do. “You don’t have a security system, you’re in an apartment with neighbors everywhere. My place is on its own; there’s no risk and I spent a fortune on the security system.” The reasons line up in my head. It’s a mistake for her to stay in that building. Marcus could be just one floor up and there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it. “Please,” I add for good measure.
“Text me your address.” Her tone is reluctant.
“The security code is eight seven four three. Got it?” I ask her and rub the back of my neck.
“I got it. When will you be home?”
“We’re driving back now. Just twelve hours to go. I promise I’ll be there soon.”
There’s a shift between us. It’s been happening for weeks now. It’s easy to deny what’s between us when we both go along with it. But there’s no question that she means something to me and that I mean something to her.
What that is… we don’t have the time to delve into it right now. I just want to feel her, to hold her and know she’s safe.
“I’ll protect you. I promise.”
We end the call as if nothing’s changed between us, but I know it has.
I’ll see you soon doesn’t capture the meaning of what I want to tell her.
With the call over, I watch Evan motion to someone outside. The guys are ready to go. Irritation consumes me. I need a fucking moment to figure out all this shit and get a grip. Years of history come back to me. The details of a man I said goodbye to and thought I’d never hear from again.
I motion to the bathroom to Evan and he tilts his chin in acknowledgment.
When I’m enclosed within a stall, I text a certain number knowing full well if this blows up, the evidence will be damning. It’s the only number I have of his, though. And I’m unwilling to not reach out and tell him I know what he did and that he crossed a line.
You went to her? He sees the message almost immediately but doesn’t answer and it pisses me off. Someone enters the restroom as another person leaves. I need to wrap this up. You weren’t supposed to go near her.
The responding text is immediate: Neither were you.
The sounds of a faucet being turned on, a distant cough and footsteps in the men’s restroom turn to white noise as Marcus continues in a series of messages that drain the blood from my face, even as it heats to an unbearable degree.
Where are you now, when she needs you?
Don’t answer that.
It doesn’t matter.
I’ll take it from here.





DELILAH
Still staring outside the window, I end the call with Cody. The phone is heavy in my hand and I find myself gripping it tighter than I should. With my left hand holding open the curtains, I let my eyes adjust to the dark night and take count of the men outside.
I invited them in, but that’s against protocol. Fine. They can stay out there all night. I don’t care what anyone else does at this point. I just want to be able to sleep.
Exhaustion and disbelief weigh me down as I pull my robe tighter around me. A hot shower didn’t do a damn thing to calm my nerves. I’m so tired, I feel as if I could lie down and fall asleep in only seconds. But I know better. With the way my mind is reeling, I’ll be lucky if I can keep my eyes closed when my head finally lands against the pillow.
Reluctantly, I grab an overnight bag and begin packing. I only take enough for one night. Cody said he’d be back tomorrow and that’ll give him hours to install a security system up here. It’s plenty of time and I’m not staying at his place for more than just tonight. Especially when it’s only so that one of the two of us can have less to worry about.
We’re… we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend. We aren’t anything but friends who wind up in bed together. I barely even know a personal thing about the man. Much less the state of his place. I don’t even know if it’s an apartment or a ranch house or… whatever it is. Hope is nonexistent but I’m praying for it. The truth? The real truth? Even with the men outside, I’m so fucking scared. I’ve never been this terrified in my entire life.
It comes with the territory. The nature of my business is to be met with threats and stare them down while demanding justice. But from what I know, Marcus has his own version of justice and I don’t know where I fall in his eyes.
My breathing hitches remembering his steely gaze, but I keep moving, grabbing my earplugs, sleep bonnet, and lip moisturizer from the nightstand and tossing them into the small travel bag then zipping it up.
I pretend I’m not falling apart with every step. I keep moving, grabbing a sweater aimlessly and then two blouses for underneath. It’s when I’m folding them, the note coming back into my mind and the knock at the door of my office playing back in my head, that I nearly lose all control. Marcus is one beast and the threat is another.
The half-full bag sags on my bed as I cover my face with my hands and just breathe. I finally get dressed, and just breathe. Just breathe. It’s only once I calm myself down that I realize my hands are shaking.
Hugging myself, I sit on the edge of the bed, rocking slowly and pulling myself together. I let myself slip off the side, falling to the floor and leaning my head back against the mattress.
I could call my sister, but it would frighten her more than anything. What good would that do? I could call my father and he would overreact. He would make demands and attempt to take over… not unlike the man I just ended my last call with, but at least I can go along with Cody’s decisions.
I wish he were here. I need him and I don’t want to need him like I do, but my God I do.
Is it so wrong to want to be held and protected? It goes against everything in my nature, everything I’ve worked for, but right now I desperately need it. A little human contact that reminds me I’m safe and okay and nothing bad is going to happen.
Because every time I close my eyes, all I see are the photographs from various crime scenes. But instead of the victim lying there, it’s me. It’s my eyes that are wide open, staring aimlessly and my body that’s broken and lifeless.
Without thinking about it, I reach for my phone and text Cody as quickly as I can: Please drive fast. When it’s sent, I can’t take it back.
After wiping my eyes with a tissue and a handful of water splashed on my face, I give myself a cursory pass and pretend like none of that happened.
I take my time, reorganizing the bag and thinking about everything other than what happened tonight, grabbing some sleeping pills for safe measure before leaving my bedroom. I’m damn sure going to need them tonight.
Letting time pass, I go over everything I need and then do it again, making sure I didn’t miss anything before zipping up the bag with a sound of finality echoing in the room. I saved a pair of gray sweats and a comfortable olive hoodie to wear tonight. I certainly don’t look like a damsel in distress; I’ve never been a fan of that.
Taking deep breaths in and deep breaths out, I put on light makeup before making my way out of my bedroom, ready to relocate as per Cody’s not so gentle request. The security detail will just have to follow me to Cody’s place. I don’t know what they’ll think about it or if it goes against protocol, but I don’t have the energy to fight and they can’t make me stay here, so… it’s up to them if they come or not. The last thing I’m going to do right now is fight with the only person I can confide in.
I don’t want to be alone either, though.
With the straps digging into my shoulder, I carry the heavy bag past the kitchen and the bright bloom of gorgeous red petals catch my eye.
Roses. Dozens of roses.
The heavy duffle bag slips from its place and plops onto the wood floors. I’m still in bare feet and my soles pad on the floor as I make my way over. My first reaction is to touch the petals. They’re velvety soft and the flowers are fragrant. There are at least two dozen roses in a simple vase.
Knock, knock, knock, there’s a knock at my front door. The loud bangs startle me, forcing my fingers to pull back, not unlike Belle when the Beast came up from behind her, but I make haste getting to the front door, and see Taylor in the peephole. I could laugh at the reference to a fairytale; oh, what a poor excuse for a princess I would make.
I don’t have to wonder why Taylor’s here from the look in his eyes. Before I’ve finished opening the door, he’s already started talking.
“I got a call from Agent Walsh about a relocation?” he questions. The quizzical look is paired with a knowing one. Swallowing a bit of embarrassment, I nod and then look him in the eye before I say, “He insisted.”
There’s a pause, and for a moment I imagine Taylor is going to question further, but he doesn’t. “All right then. We’re ready when you are.”
“I just need five minutes,” I tell him. Before he can fully turn his back to me to walk back down my front yard path the way he came, I ask, “Who brought the roses?”
“What?” he says and a cold chill flows over my neck and down further. Fear threatens to derail my composure. How could he not know about the roses? “What roses?” he asks when I don’t say anything.
Opening the door wider, I ask him to come inside with me. “Is everything all right?” Taylor questions as he reaches for his gun.
I don’t know. An awful sickness washes through me. It’s not possible that someone came in here while the men were watching the place. It’s not possible. My imagination goes a step further, questioning if the roses were here all along. They must have been. I was so out of it that I had to have missed them. Right?
Sensing how off I am, Taylor uses his transmitter to update the men that he’s going inside and to do a sweep of the interior. I’m numb as I watch Taylor search through my apartment and then he checks each lock. Only the sounds of Taylor moving quietly and quickly from room to room accompany this horrible feeling that grips me like a vise. I only break away when he says there’s no one else here. Searching the flowers for the card from earlier, I find nothing. Where did it go?
Holstering his gun, Taylor questions lowly, calmly but with authority, “Were they here when we got here earlier?”
“They couldn’t have been,” I answer in a whisper, but my head shakes subconsciously. Maybe it’s disagreeing with me. “I don’t know.”
I’ve never felt so helpless and foolish all at once. “It’s been a long day.” Taylor’s comment is meant to be consoling but it only adds to my humiliation.
With one last look at the roses, I let Taylor take my bag and follow him out to an unmarked black sedan, sliding in the back of it. My hands are still shaking, so I hold them tight and shove them between my knees the entire way to Cody’s place. That’s why I wasn’t holding my phone; it’s why I didn’t see I had a new text until I was safely tucked away in Cody’s home.
It’s from a new number, one not in my contacts and I nearly drop the phone when I read the series of messages he sent me.

I DIDN’T MEAN to startle you with the roses.
I meant it when I said I’d protect you.
No one will hurt you, my Delilah.

I HAD to change my number. Don’t give this one away like you did the last.





CODY
I’m a helpless prick. That’s all I could think the entire ride. Sitting in the back of a van, not able to do a damn thing but think.
I offered to drive, to do something rather than sit here being useless, but Bradley wouldn’t let me. Evan hasn’t pried, but I notice how he keeps glancing at me. If I noticed, so did everyone else.
Maybe that’s why it’s so fucking quiet.
Pretending that I’m on my phone only works for so long before the guys pick up on the air around me. Then I pull out some paperwork. Even as the vehicle jostles over potholes, I stare down at the black words on stark white pages and give my best effort to appear that I give a shit about what’s in the files. It doesn’t throw them off, but the message comes across loud and clear: don’t fucking ask.
I can’t think of anything else but her. Delilah.
Her and the man I’ve strategically aligned myself with. It happened so slowly, so carefully that I didn’t realize what I’d done and how deep down the hole I’d gone until it was too late. There’s no going back from the things that I’ve done.
I remember the first time I met the man who calls himself Marcus. Met… isn’t the right word. It was the first time I came into contact with him. That’s a better way of putting it.
Memories of the stench of that back alley behind an old strip joint on the east side come back to me as the van moves over yet another pothole and I’m tempted to cover my nose with the inside of my elbow like I did back then. It hit me hard, the smell of rotten garbage overflowing in the alley where the body was found. The steel cans were missing their lids and the ruined cobblestone streets the city refused to pay to fix were the highlights of that part of the city five years ago. I heard they cleaned it up some now, but back then, it was a hellish place to live.
If you found yourself that far toward the bay, it was best to go any other direction but east as quickly as you could. It was my third year on this job and my patience had worn thin on a series of murders we all knew were hits from a local mafia organization.
Everyone knew, but no one talked. Cuffed and placed in holding, all anyone said was that they wanted their lawyer if they were being charged. And if they weren’t being charged, they didn’t have a damn thing to say and wanted to be released. Being in holding for forty-eight hours didn’t break down a single man. In a city like that, where everyone’s down on their luck and the one place to find a hot meal is funded by a man who runs the streets… well, it was impossible to get anyone to turn on them. They all asked for the same lawyer, the mob’s lawyer.
So when this body showed up, and no one saw anything and no one had anything to say but get off my porch, it wasn’t surprising.
The body had been there for at least three days and when the trash bag that covered it was removed, the stench only got worse. I remember how my partner at the time had heaved, nearly puking right there on the body. That would have been damn awful for evidence.
My partner was much older than me and constantly bitched about wanting to retire and stop living a waking nightmare day in and day out. He was offered retirement last year, but from what I heard, he turned it down. I remember thinking back then, there’s no way out of this. The work will stay with you long after the badge hits the bottom of a drawer.
I sent the old man away when we got to the scene and he gagged; we didn’t need two of us back in the alley while we waited for backup and transport for the body. Sirens were a constant, and one bellowed behind us as he headed toward the street. The sun was setting. I watched it fall for a moment and did my best to avoid making eye contact with an older woman who peeked out of her curtains three stories up in the worn brick apartments across the street. She wouldn’t talk, I knew that much. I also knew everyone fed information to the mob. If a person breathed in that town, they did the dirty work of Romano. Whether out of fear or a need to survive, I didn’t know and I still don’t.
I had an evidence bag in my hand, ready to pick up a necklace that looked like it’d been ripped from the woman. A thin red gash colored her neck and the silver chain was dull with dried blood as the streetlights flickered on.
“Shame, isn’t it?” I heard Marcus before I saw him. He’s good at sneaking around and hiding in shadows. Monsters like him all do the same.
With a hand on my holster, I heard the familiar sound of a bullet being chambered in a Glock. He tsked me as I stood there, painfully still, with my blood rushing in my ears.
“Don’t do anything stupid.”
I could try to pull out my weapon, and probably get shot. I could call out for my partner and probably get us both killed. Instead, I stared down at the woman’s face and held my breath waiting for his next move. I didn’t know where he was. Somewhere above me and to the left judging by how his voice carried. The alley sat between buildings with shops on street level and apartments five stories up. Back then I assumed he was watching from a window in one of those apartments. He had the upper hand and the cold sweat on the back of my neck made me all too aware that I knew he was the one in control.
He told me not to turn around, right before I heard the thud of a man jump and land behind me. The sun may have been setting but there was enough daylight to see him if I dared to disobey.
“Who are you?” I questioned, although I had an inkling. We’d been keeping tabs on the local mafia for a while; we knew the real names of their members, had files on their whereabouts and aliases. There was one name that was only whispered. A rumor, a ghost. A single name and no other information save a list of bodies the people around here credited to him. We thought he was an assassin but as the truth unfolded over the years, I learned he was more than that. He was an angel of death. A murderer who killed based on his own morals and judgment. The chills flowing down my arms and the way he spoke made the name resonate in my mind before he spoke. When I first started, I thought the man didn’t exist, but years in that town made one thing very clear. Monsters are real and the one named Marcus was the worst of them.
Marcus, he answered me and I knew the man behind me was a wanted serial killer who caused fear to run down the spines of even the hardest men from the mob that we’d interviewed. They called him the grim reaper, the monster under your bed. They called him a lot of things, but they only ever whispered his name in a single hiss.
He didn’t stop to ask my name; he didn’t ask me anything at all, merely made a comment about the dead woman followed by a sucking sound of discontent. And how it wasn’t supposed to be her.
“What do you mean it wasn’t supposed to be her?” I downplayed my interest as best I could, all while trying to conceal the nerves that rattled me and the fear that forced me to stare down the alley the way my partner had gone. I was alone with a man I couldn’t see who held a gun at my back.
It was quiet for a long moment. Too many seconds passed for my liking. “I don’t know that I can trust you yet.”
“Are you going to kill me?” I didn’t give myself conscious permission to ask, yet I did. I didn’t want to die. Sure as hell not in some dirty alley with a gunshot to the back of the head.
“Why would I kill you? You want what I want.”
I didn’t answer and I didn’t need to. All Marcus did was direct my next steps.
“Go down this alley and make a left at the corner store. You’ll see it if you’re looking for it.”
“Looking for what?”
“For the weapon that ties Romano’s predecessor to the crime scene.”
Adrenaline spiked in my blood and I nearly turned to face him but the tsk and reminder of the gun he held kept me firmly placed where I was. I didn’t trust him and I can’t say that’s changed much, even with everything I’ve learned.
I asked the obvious question, my eyes narrowing although they still looked at nothing in particular. “Why are you helping me?”
“I told you.” As I stared at the crumbling brick wall in front of me, I heard him start to walk away as he spoke to my back. “We both want the same thing. It’s hard to admit, but in this instance… I need you. And you don’t have to admit it, but I know damn well that you need me.”
Those were his parting words to me.
My partner strolled back not a minute after, two detectives in tow.
“You look like shit,” he commented and the other two laughed.
Coldness surrounded every inch of me. It happened so quickly, I nearly thought I’d lost it. I could have told them what happened, but I didn’t. Instead, when one suggested it was the odor that made me look so pale, I told them I needed a walk. I followed Marcus’s advice and we nailed the son of a bitch who killed that woman and tied four other murders to him. We couldn’t get Romano but Marcus told me later he had a plan and Romano was useful for it. Instead, he offered me a list. Letters came and kept coming. And I kept responding as the bodies piled up at my feet.





DELILAH
C ody’s coffee maker spews as it spits out the last bit of coffee to fill the plain white cup. It’s this high-pitched sound and I’m all too aware of it as I stare at the sputtering machine flicking droplets of brown liquid against the upper sides of the bistro mug.
It’s damn good coffee though, strong but not bitter, and even the smell of it helps me to wake up just a bit more.
As I set the mug against the gray, speckled counter and reach for the sugar, I try to remember if this is my third or fourth cup. My conclusion as I pour far too much sugar into the mug, is that I haven’t got a clue.
After stirring in a bit of creamer, the spoon clinks against the mug and I leave it on the napkin I put down this morning that’s already stained with a round ring of chestnut coloring.
With my back to the counter, I blow across the hot cup and take in the expansive kitchen. It’s just like the rest of Cody’s single-floor ranch home: modern, monochromatic with all blacks, grays and whites, and hardly any personalization whatsoever.
Everything is updated and top of the line. The simple lights that hang down are sleek and look expensive. But there’s not a single item on the counter, except for a toaster that looks brand new, the coffee maker, and now a stained napkin and spoon. This place is barren. It’s too empty to even serve as a model home.
I breathe in the delicious fragrance and then take a short sip. It’s comforting and tastes like home so I indulge in a longer sip next.
All night, I thought about every case I ever worked on where Marcus’s name was mentioned. It’s more than a few dozen of them. At least one hundred. A hundred times his name was implicated in some way or another. I used to think of him as the boogeyman. Some made-up horror story that criminals blamed when really, he didn’t exist.
A number of times last night, my mind drifted to the roses he gifted me, which are now where I left them at home. But the red quickly bled into crime scene photos. Pools of blood and then their eyes, followed by his sharp blue gaze. I didn’t tell anyone. I can’t write it down or speak the reality. He was there in my most private of spaces. And what’s worse is that he saw my reaction. I’ll tell Cody when he’s here, but for now, the confession is stuck with disbelief at the back of my throat.
There’s one other reason… one I’m ashamed to admit, as to why I didn’t tell a soul he’d messaged. I have a lead. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t speak; all I knew was I had a lead and sharing it with anyone else would ruin it. How fucking reckless is that? It’s buried at the back of my mind, but the reasoning is very much there. Marcus is a wanted man… and I have a lead.
A lead and a vase of flowers.
The sight of roses turning into blood is the image that snapped my eyes open each time I tried to rest. It was like Marcus was watching me. I’ve convinced myself the pale blue of his eyes must be due to contacts. They’re simply far too blue, far too beautiful.
Ping.
My phone dings on the counter. Setting my mug down I click on the screen to see it’s another message from my sister. As if fate couldn’t be any bigger of a bitch.
I’ve gotten three messages already today.
My mother left my father. She’s an emotional wreck and my sister is in shambles even though for years she’s been saying they aren’t good for each other. Of course they need me now. Of all times, my sister wants me to come home right now.
She’s practically demanding it and holding the fact that all I do is work over my head.
Hell… if she only knew.
The first time my phone went off this morning, I was making my first cup of coffee and I stared at my phone on the other end of the island where I’d decided to work. It couldn’t have been any later than 6:00 a.m. My initial thought when the chime went off was: it’s Marcus.
There was a hiss in the back of my mind, one provoked by the memory of his fingers against mine in the parking garage. One that taunted me. One that claimed I didn’t tell anyone because it was my secret to keep. No one else was allowed to have it.
I’m only faintly aware of that voice. It can so easily be blamed on the lack of sleep and the loneliness that crept up on me in Cody’s large, cold bed covered with black cotton sheets and a white and slate striped comforter.
The only bit of personality in that room was due to the full shelf of books. They’re classics and their spines worn down. The one that made me smile was The Hound of the Baskervilles. It figures that Cody would like Sherlock Holmes.
I tossed and turned in that empty bed, doing everything I could to rid the day from the deepest, darkest places of my conscience. I even took four of those sleeping pills I packed, but they didn’t do a damn thing.
I crawled out of bed and was met with that text from my sister, then one from Claire telling me to work from home today.
They don’t want me back in the office until they have more information on who is really responsible for the note left at my door, a.k.a. a lead.
It was easy enough to agree and keep my feet planted in Cody’s place. Not that I can focus enough to actually work. All I can think about is the phone number, each digit burning into my memory.
I haven’t messaged Marcus; I haven’t told anyone about it. Those four sentences feel like a ticking time bomb, and I don’t know how to find the wires, let alone cut them to prevent inevitable ruin.
My sister’s constant texts are the cherry on top of this shit sundae. At that very thought, another comes in:
I mean it, Dee. She won’t stop crying. She’s hysterical.
My sinking heart drags every cord down as it drops, stretching out the agony of it all.
Sometimes we see things we shouldn’t. We go through moments that take ahold of us. That’s the only way I can explain how I’ve felt since last night. It’s not detached, it’s overwhelmed. There was a time, when I first started, that I had to watch video evidence of a woman being beaten to death. It was only minutes and in this field, it wasn’t the most gruesome thing I’d ever seen. But there was a child present, and he couldn’t have been more than three years old. He was screaming and crying. He hit the man who was beating the woman. He wasn’t even her son.
I wasn’t right for a while. Days, maybe a week or two. I heard what people said to me but it took a moment too long to process, because all I could hear were the cries of a child wanting the bad man to go away. I understood how I felt, but the way my body responded and the way my thoughts weren’t keeping up, I just wasn’t right. My mind was stuck on the sound of a small boy crying out in time with the crunch of the woman’s skull hitting the concrete pavement.
I can take a lot. I like to believe I’m a strong woman, but I’m slipping just like I did then, only now it’s so much worse and seemingly slower. I’m slowly falling into a place I don’t want to be and I don’t know how to stop it. There’s no side of a well to cling to… I’m simply falling into an abyss.
My phone pings again; it’s my sister guilting me into taking time off since I hardly ever come home anymore.
I wish that I could. I wish I could just pause all of this shit like I did that video in the back office when I first started crying. Freeze it in time and let it turn stale while I go back home as if nothing’s wrong. As if there isn’t a security detail on my ass and a serial killer telling me he’ll protect me. Calling me his. His Delilah.
A shiver snakes its way down my back, leaving a chill in its wake that even the hot coffee can’t undo. Maybe I could leave and all of this would simply pause. Maybe Cody could come with me up to my sister’s. He should be back now any minute. He could stay by my side and protect me from all the warring thoughts in my head. Maybe he’d even call me his. Now I know I’m dreaming.
With a roll of my tired eyes, I shake it all off. The self-pity and delusions combined.
I type back a message and then delete it: I wish I could.
I will talk to my boss and find a way. That’s the response I settle on. Cadence thanks me, says she loves me. All the while I know I’m a liar. I could confess it all and tell her there’s no way I’d risk bringing the mess I’m in to her doorstep, adding to her madness, or I can stay the workaholic sister who’s trying but failing, and never comes home. I choose the latter.
The thud of my phone hitting the counter comes just before a creak of a wooden floorboard. It’s a sound that freezes everything inside of me. With my body still, my eyes locked on the doorway it came from, I can barely breathe.
Someone’s in the house. I can just barely make out their shadow.
The shadow shifts along the stark white wall in the hallway and before I can move, I hear his voice. The voice that haunted me last night says, “I already took your gun.”
My back heel had pivoted, the desperate need for a defense already decided, but with a harsh swallow, I stand firm where I am, attempting to calm myself.
“You said you wouldn’t hurt me,” I manage to speak, my voice tighter than I’d like, but it comes out loud enough.
My gaze flickers to the butcher block. I could at the very least, arm myself with a steak knife. He called me his, he left me flowers, but this man is deranged.
“Never.” His answer is spoken with conviction and I’m once again pulled to the shadow that’s stopped in the hallway just beyond the kitchen. The bright daylight has dimmed, but there’s plenty shining through the window, enough to see the outline of a tall man with broad shoulders.
I remember the security guard, his sheer size and the balls he had to have to walk beside me.
Swallowing thickly, I question him, “Then why take my gun?” I even shrug, as if I wouldn’t use it. As if I believe him for one second when he says he won’t hurt me.
His chuckle is unexpected because it comes out so easily. A second passes and my heart hammers wildly, not at all enjoying his amusement. “You know why, Delilah. Let’s not play games; our time is limited.”
“What do you want?”
Tick, tock, thump, thump; my heartbeat races as I wait for the man to do something or say something. Time goes by far too slowly.
Roses. Red. Blood. Roses. Red. Blood.
Again I’m bombarded by images and confronted with the gruesome reality, unable to pretend I’m not terrified. “Please don’t hurt me,” I say, and my plea is joined by a half-backward step of my bare feet on the floor.
I’ve never wanted to run so much in my life.
“Nothing I want to do to you involves pain.” Marcus’s answer calms the fight-or-flight instinct just barely.
“What do you want?” I repeat the question, attempting to numb myself as I trace the outline of his shadow with my eyes and inwardly curse Cody. How could he have gotten in here? How utterly useless is this protective detail?
“The note, it came from the desk of a man called Herman.” Marcus seems to huff a laugh at the name.
“Herman threatened me?” I ask quietly and calmly, although every inch of my skin pricks with fear. With my head tilted, and my voice sounding subservient more than anything, I brace myself with a hand on the counter and it takes every fiber of my being to listen. I settle on telling him the truth.
“Herman. I don’t know a Herman.”
I sound ridiculous to my own ears. I like to think of myself as a good actress under pressure, but my abilities seem to be failing me.
“He was hired to protect them. He paid off the cops who tampered with the evidence of your case that was just dismissed.”
“The case against Ross Brass?” I question, little pieces of the puzzle falling into place. My tired mind catching up on details. Ross Brass was let go after evidence was handled improperly. “Ross paid this man to get him off and to threaten me?”
“Yes.”
“Why threaten me? Why—” Before I can practically fall into the familiar steps of conducting an interrogation to uncover motive, Marcus answers simply. As he speaks, his shadow shifts, and the floor creaking drags my gaze back to him.
“Because you mocked him. You bruised his sensitive ego. Apparently he doesn’t like the notion of rotting in hell.” His words sink in, my mind finally filled in and crisper than it was ten minutes ago. I’m not certain I believe Marcus. To threaten someone under the DEA… after he got off scot-free? He’d have to be an idiot to do it.
“How do you know that?”
“Because I do.”
“How can I prove that?”
His answer comes just as quickly as my question. A tit for tat, a back-and-forth. Although I don’t care for his conclusion. “You can’t.”
The revelation sits between us, the air thickening. My initial thought was that the threat was from Ross in some way, but not directly. A fan or an accomplice.  If they rot, you rot with them.
“You didn’t sleep and I thought the information would give you some peace.” Marcus’s comment brings me back to the present. To the other monster taking control of my life.
“That’s why you’re here?”
“That and to tell you those men outside are unreliable and can’t be trusted.”
“If they knew you were here—”
“They wouldn’t do anything because Taylor’s right-hand man works for Brass. He’s in his pocket.”
“No—”
He cuts me off, saying, “Taylor you can trust, but I wouldn’t count on the others.”
He’s met with silence as the heat kicks on and I’m suddenly very aware of how the lowered temperature has wrapped itself around me.
“I’ll protect you.”
“Why?” The single word leaves me breathless as I stare at the unmoving shadow. Why me? Why does he care? I have to ask and fear settles inside of me, knowing that wasn’t the right move. For some mysterious reason, this man feels a connection between us; I’m only safe because of that. With a cold sweat lingering on my skin, I know I’ve messed up.
Marcus doesn’t answer. Instead he says something entirely unexpected.
“I know you’re going to want to tell him. You trust Cody more than me. I’m all right with that. I accept it and he’ll be able to pull strings I can’t. Tell him.”
There’s a pain etched in his voice and I hate that I feel sympathy. I shouldn’t feel anything for this man.
The shadow moves, an arm raising as he adds, “I’m going to leave a USB flash drive with some files for you.”
“Why are you helping me?” I question him further, needing an answer. Tell me the truth, Marcus, a voice pleads in the back of my head.
He ignores me, taking a small step forward as he says, “I want you to close your eyes and when you do, I’m going to come near you.”
My heart pounds and my throat tightens.
“You won’t open your eyes.”
It takes great effort not to step backward as Marcus moves forward again, only a single step.
“Keep them closed,” Marcus commands and I can only nod, fear stealing my voice.
He takes another step forward, blue jeans coming into view and my eyes close. With my hands fisted, I grip my cotton tank top to keep from moving.
“Stay still and keep them closed.” This time when he speaks, his voice is clearer and his steps easy to place. There’s a clink on the counter; I imagine he’s set the flash drive down there but then he takes another step forward.
“I give you something, and I’d like something, Delilah.” His soft voice is comforting, a soothing balm although it barely penetrates the nerves.
I can only nod.
Another step, and then another. I count them in my head until I can feel the heat of his body and the presence of his shadow over me, blocking the light, wrapping me in darkness.
“I’m going to cover your eyes with my hand,” he tells me and then adds, “And then I’m going to kiss you.”
My fists tighten and my lips part just slightly, maybe to object, I don’t know but it all happens too fast.
My feet move backward, his steps just as fast as mine, until my back hits the fridge. His hand presses against my eyes and his other at my hip, pinning me there as his lips meet mine.
Soft, yet demanding. It’s all too hot and overwhelming. His body pressed against me sends a bolt of longing through me as he molds his lips to mine and groans deep and low in his chest. The vibrations only add to the flick of desire that comes with the flames of danger.
With his hand still firmly over my eyes, my back against the unforgivingly hard appliance and Marcus’s grip digging into my hip, I stand there breathless, nearly shaking.
His teeth rake down the side of my neck and a gasp escapes me. True want and need roll through my body.
Shocked and breathless, attempting to cope with my own reaction, I stand there helpless just as I am, listening to him leave with haste and without a single word. I can still feel every inch of him: his heat, his demanding touch, and the all-consuming kiss.
It was only a kiss. If I tell myself that enough, one day I may believe it.





DELILAH
I wasn’t in my right mind. I haven’t been. The haze of whatever came over me, the sleeplessness and the reckless, wild thoughts, all vanish once my skin chills and the reality slams into me like a car without brakes.
I wasn’t in my right mind. I couldn’t have been.
It’s all I can think as my hands shake at my sides. I’ve been staring at the cup of coffee on the counter as if it’s the coffee’s fault. Maybe it was drugged or poisoned. Because there’s no way in hell that I just kissed a serial killer and felt anything other than disgust.
My mind is playing tricks on me.
The thought has my trembling fingers barely brushing along my bottom lip, where the kiss still sears my skin.
The creak of the front door opening forces a silent gasp from me as my wide eyes stare at the kitchen threshold. My body’s so stiff, I can’t do a damn thing but stare with bated breath. I only exhale when I hear my name called out by a familiar voice.
“Delilah.” Cody says my name and as it echoes, I grip my right hand with my left to keep it from shaking as much as it is. Eyes closed and head down, I tell myself over and over: It’s just Cody. Cody’s here.
Oh thank God.
“Here,” I say. My own voice contains tremors and I clear my throat. “I’m in here,” I try to speak loud enough for him to hear me, but my voice falls, and my gaze turns toward the back of the house, in the direction Marcus left. I heard the door close. He’s gone. I know he’s gone. But how the fuck did he get in?
With confusion swirling in my mind, the tension and the disbelief still at war inside of me, I don’t know what to do or say. The front door closes with a resounding click and heavy footsteps come fast toward me, getting louder until I can see Cody’s foreboding figure in my periphery, the shadow of a man who I’ve desperately missed. His scent wraps around me in a comforting way, but it can’t penetrate the strong feeling that engulfs every thought and emotion that rampage inside of me, wanting to scream, to do something!
Marcus was here. He kissed me. A serial killer was just here and I let him walk away.
“Gun, gun,” I sputter out the word and keep staring down the long hall. “Marcus was here,” I say although I don’t know how I get the words out. “He was just here.” With my trembling hand I reach out to Cody, but it’s useless. It’s his strong back that greets me, pinning me against the counter. The marble digs into my lower back as I try to breathe, to get a grip on the here and now.
The sight of Marcus shrouded in darkness in the corner, my name on his lips…
“He’s gone.” I push out the words. “I heard the door shut and he said he was leaving. He’s gone but he was just here.”
“Which way did he go?” Cody questions with his back still facing me.
“He’s gone,” is all I can say and again I reach out, my fingernails digging into Cody’s strong frame and my cheek slowly resting against the black leather of his jacket. I take in his warmth, his broad shoulders, his height and I try to cling to all of it. I try to reach normalcy again. The mindset I had before Marcus broke in and shattered my sanity.
Cody tries to move, to do something, presumably sweep the place, but I don’t care what. I need him here. I need him close to me. “Stay. Please, please.” I have to swallow the harsh ball that lingers at the back of my tongue. “Please don’t move.” My plea is a whisper and I feel myself losing it. He can’t move. I just… I just need a moment.
“What did he do to you?” The question holds an air of its own darkness, a threat of what Cody would do to him. Cody turns ever so slightly to face me but still his eyes keep hold of the back hallway.
“Nothing,” I lie in a quickly hissed answer. Why did I lie? Why hide the truth? Shame runs down my spine with a chill that rolls down my body and I find myself pulling away. My arms cross over my chest as I slip backward.
“What did he say to you?”
“Nothing,” I repeat, feeling the spiked ball grow in an attempt to suffocate me. “Wait, no, no, he left information. He left it.” My own story confuses me and I can imagine what it does to Cody. He doesn’t answer for a moment, a long moment and I finally come back down from wherever I was, grounding myself and getting ahold of what happened. My eyes open slowly and I rest my head on Cody’s chest. My lashes brush against the jacket while I’m staring at nothing, but seeing everything.
“Did you see him?”
Shaking my head against Cody’s chest doesn’t give him a quick enough answer. He turns fully, granting me his full attention as his arms wrap around my waist.
He kisses my hair and his body heat lingers, warming me slowly. Yes, this is what I need.
“Did you see him?” he repeats his question and I finally pull back, crossing my arms in front of me, the ghost of this reality still very much present.
“No,” I say and shake my head again. “But I know it was him. It sounded like him and he knew things.”
“What kind of things?” Cody’s tone shifts. It’s no longer comforting and it seems his interrogation is starting.
With his gaze narrowed and on me, I remember what happened. “He said he knew who left the note. A hired man from Brass. And he left the proof. He also said one of Taylor’s men is in Brass’s pocket.”
“Shit,” Cody sneers the curse, apparently believing Marcus instantly. “Taylor’s crew is gone,” he says and nods at his own decision, shifting his weight as his hand rubs the back of his neck. It’s his tell when he knows shit has gone south and we have to pivot tactics. He truly does believe Marcus. With his eyes pinned on me, he repeats, “Taylor’s crew is gone and I’ll hire a new one. I know the firm. Consider it done.”
It’s hard to swallow, seeing the devotion and commitment Cody so obviously has to keeping me safe. My heart refuses to stay where it’s supposed to, beating wildly. I don’t have long before the moment is over, Cody hell-bent on taking control and quite honestly, I easily give it to him. With a nod, Cody seems to right himself, the man I know from work shifting back to the man I know from the bar and my bed.
“He left information?”
The single question stirs between us and I nod in the direction I heard the clink. Sure enough, a small metal USB flash drive lays there on the counter. “He said it would all be on it.”
“Are you okay? All he did was come in here and deliver information?”
“That’s all he did,” I say then swallow harshly at the lie, doubling down on it and then I look into Cody’s eyes, the shades of blue staring back at me with regret, remorse, but something more than that, something deeper. “He didn’t hurt me. But it scared the shit out of me, Cody. I didn’t have my gun and I thought I was safe here.”
I ask the obvious question when silence sets in. “How did he get in here?”
Cody’s gaze moves to the back hall once again and his jaw sets firmly in place. “Do you know how he got in? Window or door?”
“I don’t know.” I repeat myself as he stares down at me, “I don’t know.” In the back of my mind I think it shouldn’t matter, the security locks were engaged. The alarm should have gone off either way. Unless he knew the code.
It doesn’t seem possible, but somehow Cody’s large frame gets closer to me as his hands grip my shoulders. “You need to give me something about how he got in,” he tells me, his sharp blue eyes begging me even though his statement is barely spoken, it’s a dark whisper.
With one hand shoving his right hand off of me, I step away from him, regaining myself.
“I was standing right there,” I say and point over by the coffee maker. “And I heard him before anything. He knew my name. He broke into my house yesterday.” The sudden exposure, voicing out loud the lack of boundaries that man has, leaves me feeling numb all over.
“I know,” he says and Cody’s voice is gentle, consoling even. “I know he did that. He left roses. But that was yesterday and that was your apartment, not here…” his voice trails off and then he adds that Taylor told him. Taylor didn’t know what to think, but Taylor hasn’t worked against someone like Marcus before.
“You’re sure you never saw him? He came close to you into this kitchen and you never saw him?”
It takes me a moment to realize he’s questioning if I really saw what I saw. Is that what he’s doing?
Spitefulness lingers in my tone. “He was standing right there,” I practically yell, pointing to the corner. I’m quick to point out the evidence. The physical proof he was here. “He left this,” I say and snatch the flash drive off the counter then shove it into Cody’s chest. “He has the name of the man who left the threat in my office. He said he wants to help me.”
My throat is raw from the indignation of my statements. The evidence lining up. “He was here, Cody! He came into your house and he could have hurt me, but he didn’t.” I keep from screaming only by forcing the words through clenched teeth. The tremors return, the anxiousness from knowing everything that could have happened.
When I look back up at Cody, resting my elbows on the counter in an attempt to steady myself, regret lays in his expression. It takes a moment before Cody’s brow morphs into a straight line, leaving a deep crease in the center of his forehead. The anger that brews there for the man named Marcus only makes Agent Walsh look more protective.
“He came in here and left this for you? And that’s all he did?” he questions again. And again I lie.
I nod yes, although it’s a short-lived motion. “Yes, and then he left and you came. You came in right after. He just left. He was just here.” My sentences tumble out at once and again I cross my arms in front of me protectively. Glancing from the corner where Marcus was and then back up to Cody.
“Are you okay?” he asks yet again and I watch the cords around his throat tighten as he swallows. I respond weakly, “Yes.” I am okay. It’s difficult for me to grasp. The grim reaper himself kissed me. The man who everyone fears wanted to kiss me.
“He didn’t hurt you or threaten you?”
“No, he didn’t. It was the opposite. He said he would help me. He promised to protect me. How did he get in here, Cody?” I ask the more pertinent question.
“I don’t know.” His answer is cold. “We need to get out of here and do a sweep.”
“No, no, don’t tell anyone.” I’m quick to cut him off and then reach for his forearm when his shock and hesitancy are evident. “He has proof; he wants to work with… with us.” I include Cody, praying he’ll listen while a tingling sensation spreads through me that feels an awful lot like desperation. If Marcus knows who’s after me… I would rather work with one devil, than die by the hand of another.
“Hire new guys and have them do a sweep for precaution. Hopefully figure out how the hell he got in. But don’t tell them.” I peer into his questioning gaze as I plead with him. “Please. I want to catch this guy as much as you, but if he knows who’s after me…” I let my plea hang in the air, most of it unsaid as my heart bows in agony in my chest. What am I doing? What am I even asking?
“You need—”
With my hand on his, I leave only an inch between us, praying that he’ll listen to me. “I know what I need. I know the look on your face. The look that you know better and that I’m not all right.” I tilt my head up to meet his gaze and prove I’m all right, keeping my spine stiff and my shoulders squared.
“You want to make a deal with him? A deal with a murderer?” Cody doesn’t hide the slight disgust, which adds another layer to my shame, but there’s also a hint of hope. Because he didn’t say no.
“There was no deal…” I whisper the lie, finding it hard to keep eye contact with the man in front of me. A man who came back here to help me. A man I lie in bed with. A man who right now, looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.
After a moment of quiet, he questions, “Are you sure about this?”
I don’t hesitate to answer yes. Swallowing thickly, I remember all of Brass’s case. I remember it all and vengeance spurs inside of me. “If we could get Brass—”
Cody cuts me off, changing the dialogue between us as he says, “If we could get Marcus, it would be the end to three open cases and a string of murders.”
“I know. I know.”
“You’re shaken up right now.” Cody’s strong hand lands on my shoulder, pulling me in closer and I pull away just slightly, hating that he’s placating me.
“Come here, Delilah. As me and you. For the love of God, let me hold you.”
“I don’t want to tell.” I offer up my end of the bargain and that’s exactly what this is.
“Let me hold you.” Cody repeats his, his brow lifting and his arms opening.
With my feet planted I tell him, “We aren’t telling anyone anything and we need to see what’s on that flash drive.”
After a short pause of consideration, Cody agrees and pulls me in, telling me he’s sorry he wasn’t here. Murmuring all the right things and it’s in his arms that I feel right again. My mind right and sound. But he can’t hold me forever.





CODY
“I saw your APB. Figured you’d want to come see this.” Officer Brady nods his head as I walk carefully across the street while avoiding piles of litter and head to the back of the convenience store.
“Just put it in last night,” I call out over the loud drone of traffic behind us. The APB for Herman Jackson went out the second I got his name from the flash drive Marcus sent. The fucker was as good as dead. Apparently someone else thought the same.
The city is bright and lively against the stark yellow tape I know so well, draping the crime scene and bringing in onlookers.
Brady lifts the tape and the two of us duck under. With my watch telling me it’s 9:00 a.m., I know it’s been an hour since the body was found. It took that long for me to get through morning traffic so I could see it for myself.
Someone offed Herman Jackson before I could. The rage that boils inside of me, knowing I can’t question him, isn’t unexpected.
“You sure it’s him?” I question, keeping my pace with his as we avoid the trash bags and stand over the body. With his dark beard, height, and evidence of a long-ago broken nose, I know this is him. Herman’s dead on the street in front of me.
Fuck. I stare to my right, hands on my hips as Brady pulls out the victim’s wallet from an evidence bag to check for ID. The crowd doesn’t try to hide their curiosity, but from this angle, I know they can’t see a damn thing.
After I hired Evan’s crew, we did a full sweep, we checked the camera footage. Bastard must’ve had Delilah’s phone tapped when I told her the code. He was there before she even got there, turning off the cameras. I won’t make that mistake again.
She’s not allowed to be by herself. Whether she likes it or not. Dread eats me alive at the thought of Delilah and him being left alone together. She knows damn well what he’s capable of; we both do.
It’s not going to happen. It can’t happen.
“Yeah well, judging by the body, he was already dead, probably forty-eight hours at most.” Brady’s voice brings me back to now. Back to the fact that this fucker was dead before Marcus even told Delilah about him.
I give Brady a nod, short and to the point. “You have any idea who did it?” Brady questions. He’s a street cop who I’ve seen a handful of times. Enough that I know his name. I know he has a wife and kids, two, I think. Running a hand over the back of his head he adds, “If you’ve got any leads, I’ll take them. Unless the FBI is taking this case from me?”
Clicking the side button to my phone with irritation, I note Marcus hasn’t written back.
My own message to him sits there. You crossed a line going to her. If you touch her, I’ll kill you. I won’t think twice about it.
“This one’s yours. He was only wanted for questioning. I put it out for a friend,” I answer Brady, feeling a tightness linger in my chest.
“All right,” he concedes, and another cop calls him over, back to the street side, her hand covering a phone and telling him someone needs him.
“You good here?” he asks me and I nod, patting his back for good measure. “Thanks, Brady.”
Again I drift back to the texts, hating that he’s one step ahead of me. Pain lingers in the message. Acts done in fear are harmful and lack intelligence. He told me that once and it stuck with me, because it’s so fucking true. I never should have sent it. I gave him the edge. I can’t deny that his willingness to approach Delilah scares me. What Marcus is capable of, terrifies me. Even if I feel pity for him. Even if I brought all this on…
“Walsh, you hear me?” Officer Brady questions, staring up at me from where he’s now crouched on the ground next to the body.
“No, what’s that?”
“There’s a note if you want to take a look at it. Just in case it has to do with your case.”
A note? Goosebumps spread in an instant, taking me back to the first case that I ever worked on where Marcus was involved.
Already tucked away in a ziplock plastic bag, Brady passes me the note.
It’s not in his handwriting, it’s in the font of a phone message. Same size too.
That motherfucker. It takes everything in me not to react when I read it. To stay calm and pretend to rack my brain for what it could mean when I know damn well it’s from Marcus.

I’LL BE her hero this time.
The hero gets the kiss.

THE CORONER and another cop come up alongside us, distracting Brady for a moment as he watches them. With fire in my blood, I hand the note back to him, clearing my throat to get his attention. “Sorry man, I have no idea, but I’d get that to processing.”
I’ll be damn sure to keep an eye on the forensics for this case, but I already know it’s a dead end.
There won’t be any evidence. Marcus doesn’t leave anything behind. He’s too careful. All this was intended as a show for me.
“If you could keep me updated with the case, I’d appreciate it,” I say then tilt my head to stare down at the body and add, “I want to know all of his connections.”
“What is it you think he did?” Brady questions, standing up and wrinkling his nose from the stench.
I keep my tone as casual as I can. “He threatened a lawyer I know, trying to cover up a case she was working on.”
“How do you know it was him?”
“A kid IDed him.” That was the first call I got. This was the second.
And there’s not a damn thing I can do now, but question Ross Brass without a warrant. I already know how that will end.





DELILAH
With the suspect Herman dead, Claire didn’t fight me when I said I wanted to get back to work. She did say I had to see the department psychologist first though. Luckily, he cleared me.
He doesn’t know about Marcus and Claire doesn’t either. That is, nothing apart from the incident in the parking garage and the suspicion that it may have been Marcus. The leading theory now is that it was someone hired by Herman. At least that’s one of several.
Cody’s on board to keep quiet about what happened between Marcus and me, plus the flash drive. It’s not like we could use it in court anyway. It’s inadmissible evidence because of how it was acquired. The kid IDing Herman we can use, though. Now it’s just a matter of tying Herman to Brass.
The terminology “rot” is all I’ve got to work with and that’s not enough for a warrant. I don’t need a warrant to know that Herman worked closely with a man named Harrold Reynolds. He owns a dry cleaning business on Thirty-fourth Street. He was never a suspect in any case, but he was brought in countless times for questioning. His lawyer is familiar to our firm. He represents the mob.
It doesn’t make sense. Or least it wouldn’t without the bank accounts and proof of laundering. His former secretary is one of the women I suspected was murdered by Ross Brass, although I never did know why.
And there’s the connection, if only I can find new evidence that wasn’t tampered with that would lead Ross back to the secretary’s murder, which connects him to Reynolds who is already connected to Herman. It could be my way in. My mind spins, going through everything just as it has all morning and afternoon well into the evening. Glancing at the clock in the upper right corner, it’s already 8:00 p.m. It’s time to go.
But the case doesn’t quit.
Ross Brass committed a series of murders and got off on evidence tampering. The man whose release got me so worked up that I fell into a PR nightmare. I know he killed those girls… the laundering part is new, though.
Maybe Ross was the first man for hire. He isn’t the starting point, so we’ll have to look back further. I’m not sure, but the evidence on the flash drive files isn’t enough. There are deposits to a number of bank accounts, but none can firmly be traced. Not without a warrant and I don’t have evidence I can submit to get that warrant.
The theory: The mob hired Ross to launder. Ross used the money and Harrold Reynolds to commit other crimes, eventually leading to murders. When he got caught, he hired Harrold’s buddy, Herman, to get him off. It worked, but I pissed off Ross with my comment and Herman was hired again. Maybe I would have been murder number five. Maybe I still will be.
It’s only a theory with weak connections. Still, it’s a theory. My tired eyes stare at the white computer screen. There are so many pieces, so many crimes and only so much information I have that can go toward motive.
I click my phone on, wondering if I asked Marcus, would he tell me? Does he already know? Staring at his phone number listed under just the letter M, it feels like I have a direct line to the devil. It’s unused. Not a message has been sent back to him since the first text two nights ago… But I have it. I could use it. I could nail that son of a bitch if only I had more to go on. If I could get my hands on something definitive that no judge can dismiss.
A ping from my phone catches me off guard, my anger waning at the sound.

ARE YOU DOING ALL RIGHT?
The text from Cody stares back at me.
Am I all right? No.
Cody can tell I’m not and I hope he thinks I’m off because I came in close contact with Marcus. He’s got a hired man outside my door and it’s… at best, distracting. At worst it’s causing rumors and could be a potential lawsuit. “If the DEA allowed someone to come back to work while under protection…” Claire’s warning from earlier today echoes in my head. Telling her my boyfriend is just being protective earned a laugh and then a stern, “That better be all this is.”
Better than this morning, I message him back.

I DON’T KNOW what to think or really, what I was thinking when it all happened.
The shrink this morning told me to “jot it all down." As if it’s that easy. As if there are no repercussions. If I do, it’s evidence. If I don’t, I’m opening myself up to committing obstruction of justice. So, I haven’t written a damn thing.
I text Cody again, even as I stare at the bottle of expensive white wine that was waiting for me when I got in here. I’m fine.
Not getting much work done, but I’m fine.
It’s a lie. When did I become such a liar? Every other sentence out of my mouth today has been a lie.
When Cody asked me if I was all right being alone. When Claire questioned if I was stable enough to come in. Not to mention the lying I did in the shrink’s office.
Just thinking about that session has me eyeing the bottle of Valley Pines Pinot, my favorite wine, wanting to uncork it and have a long, slow sip of the sweet addiction. Hide away in a bottle and pretend like this past week never happened.
How can a small series of events over such a short period of time drastically affect me like this? They make me question who I am.
For instance, the wine. I know who it came from… and yet it remains where it is and I have every intention of drinking it. Maybe I felt unsafe at first.
I did what any normal person would do, what the previous version of myself would do.
I asked who brought it to my office. The bottle of red came in a pretty bag with a bow—and a note. I thought you might need this.
First roses, and now wine. It’s another gift from Marcus. I know his handwriting now.
He watches me; he must. How else would he know that I keep wine in the office and more importantly, that I was out, confiding in the psychologist just so I could get back in here. It was the perfect opportunity for a delivery man to bring in a package and no one would object or question in broad daylight. No one was here who would have thought it was suspect. It’s clearly a gift from a friend who heard what happened. I’m certain that’s what they all thought. Bought and paid for by John Smith according to Greg, the delivery man who signed in and left the wine with security.
Instead of telling anyone, I added it to my growing pile of secrets.
Marcus gets into places he shouldn’t be able to. He hides his identity with disguises and multiple aliases. Marcus is truly like a ghost. Coming and going as he pleases with no obligation to the laws the rest of us abide by.
So when I heard Herman was dead, naturally my mind put two and two together and I stared at the bottle of wine, willing it to spill more secrets like Marcus had.
I should be grateful that the man who worked to help threaten me is dead. A piece of me is. A small, ragged piece that broke off right about where I’m standing now while my fingers grazed over the threat that was embedded in that note.
But another piece of me feels… sick. And responsible. I can’t help but to feel complicit in his murder. Not just because I wanted him to pay for what he did to me, but because I know things that no one else does.
No one but Cody… and Marcus.
The soft knock on my door is welcome, stealing me away from these thoughts and the trails my mind is leading me down. At first I think it’s the security detail, wanting to know if I have an ETA for when we’ll be home. Evan’s already asked twice. It’s not, though. It’s Claire.
“What’s going on with you?” Claire asks as she shuts the door, her black silk blouse reflecting the yellow light as she does. “Still shaken about the threat?” she asks with the soft click of the door shutting. A friend is what I need now. Thank God for Claire checking in on me before I lose it all.
Shaking my head no, which oddly enough is true, I answer, “Just focusing on Brass.”
“The four murders?” she questions, touching on the cases he walked on.
“And the note. The threat I got.”
“You really think Herman and Brass are connected? That Brass was behind it all?”
Yes. I do. Only because of Marcus. If I tell her I do… well, a good lawyer wouldn’t jump to conclusions. “It’s a hunch. I just want it solved.”
“Understandable. Threats shouldn’t be taken lightly,” Claire answers easily as she gracefully takes the seat across from me. She adds, “A man like him doesn’t stay out of trouble… so we’ll nail him one day. Speaking of, did you hear Herman was found dead this morning?”
“Yeah, Walsh told me.”
I don’t miss the way her head tilts slightly and her arms cross against her chest when I admit that Walsh told me. It strikes me as odd. Why wouldn’t he tell me?
She questions, “You think Brass did it?”
No. I think Marcus did. I think he did it for me. It’s only a hunch, but I feel it deep in the marrow of my bones. Every time his name comes up, Marcus, a deep need runs over me to close my eyes. To remember the way his scent and his heat wrapped around me. If I’m not thinking about the details of the case… I’m thinking about him or pleading with Cody to keep me occupied.
I’m desperate to know how Marcus became the man he is. Did he really do everything everyone claimed he did? The questions bombard me once again and with them screaming in my head, I look back up at Claire and try to remember her question.
I’m fairly certain Marcus killed Herman. That’s not what I answer, of course, and another lie slips out. “I think so. I think Brass knew the kid would ID him and he wanted to make sure Herman couldn’t rat.”
Claire nods. Her eyes are discerning though when she says, “It’s a decent theory.”
I can hear the questions she’d typically rattle off. Questions to get me thinking. They all start with the other man from that night. The man with the blue eyes who called himself Marcus. Ross Brass doesn’t have blue eyes or fit the physical description.
She doesn’t ask a single question, though. Not one and that knowledge makes my skin heat with the sense that she knows I’m hiding something.
Or maybe that’s just guilt.
I pause, leaning back in my chair, wishing I could tie Brass to Herman’s death. It would be so easy. It would be justified. “The only thing we have is the ID of a kid,” I tell her, breathing in deep and racking my brain for some evidence from the secretary’s murder that would tie Herman and Brass together more closely. That’s all I need and we can bring Brass in.
“And the dead body,” Claire comments.
“Right, and a dead body.”
“What about the note at the scene? Did Walsh tell you about that?” Her questions come back-to-back, berating me. I understand she’s a bit overbearing given everything that happened. But she can back off of whatever trail she’s on. She’s dead wrong.
“No. He didn’t. What note?” She doesn’t answer me; instead she searches my eyes for something and whatever it is she’s looking for, I don’t think she finds it.
“To be frank, the only thing keeping you from being a suspect in his murder is your alibi with Taylor.”
What? My eyes widen with both contempt and disbelief. “I know you wouldn’t do something like that. But the fact that it came up at all as a theory… That’s a little too close for my liking. Especially given it was only a month ago that the article came out and the animosity there. We don’t need any more heat. You,” she says while she points directly at me and I want to snap her finger off, “you don’t need any more heat.”
“I don’t have anything to say to that.” It’s all I can respond, ignoring her and the pissed-off feelings seeping through me.
“You’re too close to this case.” Claire’s voice is gentle and I understand why, but it doesn’t matter. She can’t take me off this one. I know it better than anyone else here.
A huff of a laugh leaves me as I close my laptop, rubbing my eyes and knowing that’s far too true. This case is everything.
“You need to take time off, see your sister or your mother.” Claire’s advice strikes a nerve with me for a number of reasons, but more than that, more guilt. Guilt on top of guilt.
Shit. Shit shit shit. That’s exactly what I feel like right now. I never texted her back. In all the hours I stayed awake last night, refusing to close my eyes because every time I did, I could feel Marcus’s hand pressed against them, I didn’t once think about my sister.
I bet she hates me right now. I haven’t even spoken to my mom. My heart swells with a pain I know too well.
“You can’t focus.” Claire interrupts my train of thought. “You aren’t going to be productive here.” Numbness crawls across my skin. I have to be here. I have access to everything here.
“All I have is my work.” I tell her a single truth that she knows just as much as I do.
“Well, right now, you don’t have that.”
“What?” My blink is slow as my brow creases.
“I told you to go in for evaluation,” she says and Claire’s tone is accusatory.
“And I did,” I answer pointedly. Where the hell is she going with this?
“And he said you aren’t ready.” Claire’s arms cross, wrinkling her black blouse as it shifts from where it’s tucked into her gray pencil skirt. “In his particular phrasing, ‘her grip on reality is loose.’”
What does that mean? What the hell? That’s not at all what he told me. “He signed off on me returning to work,” I say and disbelief coats my response.
“Are you depressed? Anx—” Anger waging against any sense of reason, this time I cut her off.
“Depressed? Do I look depressed to you?” I question, truly taken aback. There’s not an ounce of me that’s depressed. I know I’m not with it, but depressed? Fuck that.
“Well, what is it then? You aren’t yourself.” The statement Claire gives comes complete with a flash of a man, only his shadow. My heartbeat slows and chills flow down my shoulders, but every other piece of me is hot as I attempt to breathe.
“I’m shaken up is all,” I confess to Claire, to give her something that would change her mind. “Don’t take this from me, please.”
“How many times have you asked me that in the past few months?” Claire responds and it stings. “This Brass case has worked its way into your head, and I can’t have it here. You need to go home.”
“I was cleared—”
“You didn’t tell him everything,” Claire cuts me off, stern and to the point. Silence fills the space and my gaze drops to the bottle of wine. “So you aren’t cleared.”
My voice would shake if I were to speak right now, so I don’t.
“It’s just temporary. Go home, see your family.” Claire’s gaze burns into me but I don’t return it. Not even when her tone morphs to something more consoling as she adds, “Just take care of yourself.”
Cody wants me at his place, which is cold and the only heat I feel there when Cody’s absent is from the memory of a man I should be terrified of.
How am I supposed to get better? How do I get through this if I’m not allowed to work on the case that’s fucked me over?
The one-word answer is all I give her in response. “Fine.” My tone denotes everything I’m feeling. Finality, betrayal. That fucking shrink cleared me.
I don’t hesitate to put on my coat. There’s no use in fighting and I’m not at all in the right mindset to argue. The last thing I want is to lose my job. That’s something I would never recover from. With a tight throat and tension throughout my entire body, I ask, “How long?” My fingers are numb as I button my jacket. I can barely focus enough to do it although my back is turned to Claire, so the silver lining is that she can’t see how unnerved I am. Even as I grab the bottle of wine, intent on drinking every last drop of it tonight, I hide everything I’m feeling.
“Come in next week for another psych evaluation.”
Evaluation, my ass. If they really knew what was going on in my head…
I can only nod and as I go to leave, Claire calls out my name. “Delilah.” My feet stay planted as I stop where I am but I don’t turn back around when she tells me, “I’m doing this for your own good. You’ll see that.”
The words I want to reply tumble over each other at the back of my throat. Suffocating me as I leave the building, Evan following in tow, asking questions that I don’t answer.





DELILAH
To love is never wrong.
That’s a phrase my mother told my grandmother years ago after an angry conversation that was taken to the kitchen.
I was only a little girl, but I remember it well. It’s one of my first memories in fact.
Her voice shook when I peeked in the doorway to find her face-to-face with my grandmother whom I loved so much. I could tell she’d been crying and she told my grandmother, “To love is never wrong.”
After recent events, I have some thoughts on that memory. But still, the words ring clear in my head. To love is never wrong.
Yet here I am, with feelings stirring for one man, one I should certainly not be attracted to, let alone love… while sitting in the living room of another man.
It’s not love. Not for either of them. I know it’s not, but the longer I stay here, the more I can feel myself slipping.
Every sip of wine, in this empty place, only leads me to think of Marcus. And oh my Lord, my mother would eat her words if she knew what I was thinking. It would be sickening if I really did feel anything toward him. But I can’t stop thinking about that searing kiss. I can’t stop questioning, why me? And remembering all the notes from years ago. The closed cases that all led to one elusive man.
I don’t know if it’s shock or if it’s PTSD but I’ve been in a daze since Marcus showed up and approached me.
Maybe even before then. When his fingers brushed against mine in the parking garage, when he left me flowers and then the kiss.
With a whirl of my wrist, the pale yellow wine swirls in the glass. It’s my third and the bottle will be empty by the fourth.
I’d be ashamed if I gave a fuck. I can’t go to work, so I’ve chosen not to go home and to stay at Cody’s place instead. I’m out of my element, losing all control and therefore my mind.
There’s a constant security detail present and every time I go outside they stand at attention, not speaking, just waiting. I feel like a prisoner more than anything.
Evan is nice enough, but he’s gone, and I can’t even remember the names of the two men out front. I decided tomorrow would be a better time to get acquainted more thoroughly. Tonight, the only interest I have is finding sleep at the bottom of this bottle.
So, sitting on my ass in the middle of the rug in Cody’s living room and staring at the large modern art piece on the stark white wall is what I settled on when 10:00 p.m. rolled around and Cody said he had a lead and would be out later than he said he would. The black splotches that fade to gray don’t say a damn thing. It’s pretty. That’s all it is. Monochrome and pretty to look at.
I down another sip, letting the sweet liquid pool on my tongue before slowly sucking it down. Another large gulp empties the glass and I stand up, stretching out my back and listening to the background noise of some cooking competition show that’s on the large flat-screen TV behind me.
My head feels lighter, the tension in my shoulders nearly gone.
Nothing matters as I stare at the corner of the room where I first saw Marcus. Willing him back so I can question him the way they all question me.
So I can ask him why… why kiss me? Why help me?
More than that, what does he know about Cody Walsh? There’s something there. I know there is. I can feel it. Like a gut instinct.
Of course, he would deny it. But didn’t I deny it too? The dim light from the fridge gives a bit of warmth to the spartan kitchen as I grab the now nearly empty bottle and set it down on the marble counter with a loud clink. A softer clink follows with my wineglass.
I pour the last bit of wine and stare back up at the corner, trying to remember the silhouette of his body. With the memory, my eyes close and he touches me again. His hand wraps around my waist and—Stop!
Wrapping my fingers around the stem of the glass I hold it tightly as I sway where I stand.
I wish Cody were here. I wish I’d let him touch me and kiss me rather than pushing him away, which is exactly what I did last night. I need to wash the memories of Marcus off of me.
With a deep inhale, I take a look in the pantry, needing something of substance to help absorb the alcohol. Without something in my stomach, the thought of anything at all sounds scrumptious.
Three bags of tortilla chips and a loaf of bread are all that’s there. Checking the fridge, I find similarly disappointing choices. And no salsa for the chips.
His pantry is evidence of one thing: Cody’s never here, so it shouldn’t surprise me.
Yet it does. I open a bag of chips and take it with me as I go, walking slowly and taking in every detail of Cody’s place. It’s sparsely furnished, one could argue it’s a deliberately minimalistic style choice, but it’s almost like the place is staged. Like no one really lives here.
There’s a guest room with a bed and dresser. The bed is pristine, the sheets neatly tucked in as if housekeeping from a hotel had made it. I hesitate, eating a chip and staring at the black varnish before pulling out a drawer. Empty.
I toss the bag of chips on the bed and pull out another drawer and then another until I’ve looked through all of them. They’re all empty.
The closet drawers are the next to be opened. Again, there’s nothing but a folded spare blanket.
It is the guest room, after all. I doubt Cody has many guests. His uncle isn’t well and doesn’t like to travel. I can’t even remember a single time Cody’s spoken about someone coming to visit or stay with him. It’s only ever him going back home.
The closet doors shut easily enough and I continue my exploration. When I put the half-empty bag of chips back in the pantry and glance at the red digital clock on the oven to find it’s nearly 1:00 a.m., I’m empty-handed on any new information at all about Cody. There’s nothing personal. Not even in his bedroom.
My tired eyes beg me to sleep. My mostly unsatisfied appetite begs me to eat. And my conscience begs for more wine.
Shutting the still-barren pantry door again, with the same amount of disappointment as before, leaves me staring down the hall at the half bath and the small closet just beside it. It’s the last place to look and with nothing better to do and thoughts of Marcus still lingering and threatening to take over, I head to the narrow door.
The wooden shelves boast few toiletries and spare washcloths. His place is so bare, it’s… uncanny. I’ve nearly closed the door when I realize there’s a box on the very top shelf. It’s unlike anything else in this place because it’s a cardboard storage file box. Everything else seems luxurious, even if it’s bare and minimal. But the box on the top shelf is dusty from years of sitting still. I can’t reach it even though I try to and in my drunken state combined with boredom and… curiosity, I’m quick to grab the ottoman from the living room, drag it down the hall and get my hands on the box.
It’s heavy, so heavy and the sharp edges force me to wince when they dig into my forearms. I nearly drop the thing and I’m glad I don’t, because it’s filled with papers but also a thin, hollow tin horse. It looks like it was once a piggy bank, but its detail makes it look like a trinket one would give to a newborn baby.
It’s old and dingy, but I imagine once it was a beautiful gift at a baby shower. What the hell is it doing in a box that looks like crime scene evidence?
With the box on the ottoman, I sit beside it, cross-legged in my sweats and lift one of the straps to my tank top back into place. Confusion etches a deep line into the center of my forehead when I read adoption papers from almost forty years ago. Until I read the last name—Walsh.
First name: Christopher.
It must be a box of his brother’s things. It looks like Cody’s aunt legally adopted his brother after their parents died. Quickly I go through paper after paper, finding legal records, the criminal reports of his brother’s abduction and an autopsy. My hands tremble and it’s hard to read when my eyes water at the description of what was done to him. I can’t imagine reading all of this and knowing your younger brother… Swallowing back the tears, I push through, needing to know more and understanding why Cody would hide this box away.
It’s heartbreaking to the point that I almost miss the other names. The other boys who were abducted, including one named Marcus.
A sharp, frigid cold pricks down my spine and the lights seem darker as I read the black printed text on off-white paper, aged from sitting in a box, buried in a stack of articles that have yellowed.
Marcus Henry. The reports say he died but his body was never found. Only teeth and bones, which the police took as evidence of his passing.
Only one child made it out alive. I knew that; Cody told me.
I can’t shake the name of the smallest and youngest child, or his photo from evidence, barely a photo with how difficult it is to see his face, staring back at me in black and white. He’s a little boy in an oversized baseball jersey, holding a bat. I can barely make out any details of him. But the writing is easily read. Only eight years old when the picture was taken, according to the script on the back of the photo. And next to his age, his name: Marcus. It can’t be him. He’s dead and it’s just a name.
Rubbing both of my hands down my face I try to pull myself together. I wish I hadn’t drunk the wine. I wish I could get the hell out of my own head. I can’t breathe, I can barely see straight.
What the fuck am I doing? I shouldn’t be going through Cody’s things. This is a box of what he has left of his brother, I inwardly scold myself. Hating all of this.
He’s protecting me and I’m violating his privacy. Oh my God, what came over me?
What the hell is wrong with me? As I frantically pile the papers in the stack they were in and place them back in the box, a small picture slips out, in black and white.
Two boys, with the tallest maybe ten years old, and the other a few years younger. Cody. Cody and his brother, Christopher, both the spitting image of the man behind them. Maybe their uncle.
The sight of the two of them together only heightens the guilt I have of betraying Cody’s trust and rummaging through his things. What right do I have to go through his personal belongings?
Jesus Christ, what has gotten into me?
He lost his brother and these poor boys were murdered, yet here I am concocting some sort of connection with a man who broke in and kissed me in Cody’s kitchen. I’m disgusted with myself. I’ve truly lost it. It’s all I can think as I shake my head and brush away the tears from under my eyes.
I have to move the ottoman before I can shut the closet door. I’m halfway through the hallway, dragging the heavy thing back to the living room when I hear the front door open.
“Delilah?” Cody’s voice is hesitant.
I don’t call out, “In here,” until the ottoman is back where it should be. My heart races and I know it looks like I’ve been crying when Cody steps into the doorframe, looking all sorts of the handsome man I fell for years ago. With grocery bags in both hands and shadows under his eyes, gratitude and unworthiness wrap themselves around me.
“Baby,” he says and his voice drowns in agony as he drops the bags where he stands and eats up the distance between us before I can even take in a staggering breath. All I see in his face is his brother. “Why are you crying?”
I don’t want to lie. I can’t lie anymore, but I don’t tell him the truth either, I simply shake my head, burying it into his chest and attempting to calm myself down.
This is what rock bottom must feel like.
I cry for him and for this craziness that’s taken me over, but mostly I cry for his brother and the other little boys.
“I’m sorry,” I finally answer and wipe away the tears. I don’t need to be even more of a mess than I already am. “I’m sorry, I just I couldn’t sleep and I got to drinking.” That’s when I realize I didn’t tell him about the wine. I didn’t tell anyone.
With both palms pressed to my eyes, I pray for sanity. For all of this to end.
“Don’t be sorry,” Cody says then kisses my hair, and I rest my head against his shoulder as he rocks me, comforting me. And I know damn well I don’t deserve it.
With that thought comes the nagging prick again. The one that tells me Cody knows more about Marcus than he’s let on over the years. The pictures flash in my mind. And the realization dawns on me. Why weren’t there pictures of the other boys? Why was it all about Marcus and his brother?
The nagging prick comes back as I stand there, feeling the chill of the air before the click of the heater comes on. I know Cody knows something. I know he does. I knew it the second I mentioned Marcus came to me. It’s what’s gotten into me.
Cody remains calm and comforting as the feeling of deceit takes over once again. This is what’s making me crazy.
“I need to ask you something.” My heart races as I give voice to words a part of me knows I shouldn’t, not daring to look up. “I don’t want you to lie to me, though.” I pray I’m not wrong. If he doesn’t know something for sure, he at least thinks it. He has a theory. I know he must. I can feel it.
“I won’t,” Cody swears, trying to look down at me but I cling to him, refusing to look up. “What do you know about Marcus that I don’t?”





BUT I NEED YOU





To my husband.
My hero and my love.



“It’s so much darker when a light goes out than it would have been if it had never shone.”
- John Steinbeck





PROLOGUE
Marcus
Twenty-one years ago

It’s warmer in the barn. Here in the corner, nestled in the hay, it’s far warmer than it is outside. More importantly, in this back corner, there’s not a place for the brutal wind to slip in. The tips of my fingers could just as well be pieces of ice tucked under my chin as I hunker down in the hay. It smells like dirt and pigs, but the warmth is more comforting than anything I’ve felt in days. By the looks of it, there hasn’t been a soul here in quite some time.
I spent the past three nights outside. Last night I dug into the ground to try to hide from the vicious wind that whipped through my tattered clothes. The hard earth was like a brick of clay and it took far too much energy to dig deep enough. It helped, but my throat is sore, my body is weak and I don’t know that I’ll ever get my hands warm again. There’s only one thing I’m certain of: I can’t keep going on like this. Something has to give.
Late fall in the northeast turns frigid sooner than most cities. My teacher used to refer to all the backwoods towns off the highway outside of New York City as Podunk. So that’s what I’ve been calling them all, the Podunk towns. I don’t even know where I am other than somewhere deep in the woods but to the left of the farms. It’s open fields out there, wide open with nowhere to hide.
This barn looks abandoned, a lonely decrepit place, and perfect for one night. Just one night to close my eyes and get the strength to keep moving. I don’t know how far I’ll run, but he told me his home was past the Podunk towns and that’s where mine used to be … if only I can find it.
When I close my eyes and ignore the smells, all I can hear is his voice. I try to forget the worst parts and only think about the stories he told me. He had so many good ones about his mother and how she was going to find us and save us. I remember how sure he was whenever he said we were safe. It was the only way I could sleep although I would have never admitted that to him. I was the one who was supposed to be protecting him, not the other way around. Safety surrounds me for a moment; a long enough moment that my eyes feel heavy and my body sags against the barn wood, begging me to give in to much-needed sleep.
Every muscle still burns from running. Even worse so because I ran up the mountain and into the thick, dense forest when I heard the cars coming. I won’t let them get me too. I’ll never be caught again. Each little cut stings and seems to sear the memories into my skin with every small movement, but I focus on the stories … the good ones he told. The ones that almost made us smile, the ones that made us forget where we were.
Sleep nearly takes me … almost there.
Until a sudden creak forces my tired eyes wide open and my heart races, listening to a man pry open the doors of the barn.





DELILAH
M y father always told me to trust my gut. He also said when someone shows you who they are, believe them. It’s always made sense to me, as has most of my father’s wisdom, and from the day he gave me that piece of advice until now, I’ve lived by that motto.
Right now, though, as I stare into Cody’s eyes, listening to him reassure me that I know everything he does about the cold cases and about Marcus, I doubt myself. I thought I knew him. I thought wrong. The man I know Cody Walsh to be is nowhere around and a stranger stares back at me.
I find myself in his home feeling anything but secure. He’s lying to me. It’s the only thing I’m certain of and I can’t even begin to process how much it hurts. Of everyone I’ve worked with to solve these cases, I trusted him the most. I’ve leaned on him for years and right now, I question everything.
Men have secrets, my mother used to whisper. Back then I thought she was the crazy one. Now I’m wondering if I inherited that trait as well.
“I’m telling you,” Cody says, starting up again, bringing my gaze back to his. “You’re worked up and I don’t blame you, but there’s nothing I know that you don’t.” His voice is calm and comforting, but his eyes are flat and devoid of commitment. It’s like they want me to know he doesn’t mean a damn word he’s saying.
My tired body begs me to give in to Cody, to just believe him and shake off the horrible gut-wrenching feelings that seep from the marrow of my bones. Every time I close my eyes, though, I see the picture of the boy. The statements. The death certificate.
“I don’t think you believe me,” Cody says when I don’t answer him. The sizzle of the thick slice of ham he places in the frying pan brings me back to the present. It’s pitch black outside, but still the streetlights filter in through the curtains in Cody’s dining room.
With my arms crossed, I lean my hip against the counter and I have to clear my tight throat before telling him again, “It’s just that I feel like there’s more to it.” Shame washes over me. I should tell him I went through his things. I should confess that much and maybe he’d confess too.
“Because the cases haven’t been solved. Every case I’ve ever had that went cold … I’ve felt like that,” he says, speaking to the stove instead of me, flipping the ham and then scooping potatoes from the back pan onto the two simple white plates beside the stove.
Even with my sanity stretched far too thin, somewhere in the back of my exhausted mind I’m fully aware that I should be grateful for Cody and that, as far as I know, he doesn’t have any reason at all to lie to me. I can’t shake this feeling, though. My gut instinct is that he’s lying … it also whispers that I should keep what I know hidden from him just the same. One old case file I opened while I was snooping has shifted everything.
He continues, “Because there is more to it. To all of those cases we didn’t close. You and I both know that.” He adds under his breath, so low I almost don’t hear, “There’s more to all those cases.”
With a deep thump in my chest that ricochets a pain that can’t possibly compare to his, a flash of the photo I found comes to mind. The black and white photo of Cody and his brother standing with an older man, maybe their uncle since they resembled him closely. The image is followed with more thoughts of the case that was never fully closed. At least not for him.
The silverware clinks against the porcelain as he places a plate in front of me, not missing a beat of his explanation. “Of course you feel like there’s more. There is more; I just don’t know that we’ll ever know the truth.”
My gaze flies to his, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s focused on spearing the ham and eating, like I should do. Lord knows I’ve had more to drink than I needed tonight.
With every swallow, questions beg to be spoken.
I barely taste the meal, although the heavy scent of butter and pork makes me believe it should be delicious.
“We may never know the truth, but we did everything we could.” Cody’s statement carries a note of finality. As if it’s the end of the conversation.
A sadness washes over me. I’m sure that’s what he thinks about his brother’s case and it tears me up inside to imagine him as a young boy, being handed paperwork and most likely, told little lies to lessen the blow of what happened to his younger brother.
We did everything we could. I’ve heard it so many times. Everything isn’t always good enough though, is it?
“Eat something.” Cody’s command sounds more like a plea. He even wears a half smile, as if smiling would make the thoughts in my mind disappear.
The atmosphere changes when his gaze softens. “Delilah, baby,” he says, dropping his fork and striding toward me to pin me between him and the counter. A hand rests on either side of me, but he doesn’t touch me. “You haven’t slept, I’m guessing?” he says and he guesses right. “I know you haven’t eaten.”
The way he cares for me, obviously trying to console me, destroys that nagging bit inside that believes he’s being deceitful.
“You need sleep.” With a single kiss on my forehead, suddenly my mother’s warning fades and I remember what my father told me. I trust my instincts from years ago, when I first met and fell for this man. My gut back then said that I could love him. And the part about secrets? Well, just like I told my mother back then, we all have them.
I share one of them right now. “I’ll have nightmares,” I say, whispering the confession, feeling a flurry of fear run through me.
Cody’s eyes flash with shock and then he rests a hand on my chin. “Is that why you aren’t sleeping?” With both of my hands I pull his away, kissing his knuckles and nodding against his chest.
Leaning into him, it’s easy to close my eyes.
He’s gentle as he holds me, rubbing soothing circles on my back and the fight … or whatever that was a moment ago seems to vanish. Disappearing like it never happened.
He plants small kisses along the crown of my head and tells me, “You’re going through hell. You’re stressed and it’s killing you.”
My eyes slowly open and I stare at the curtains as the panel on the right sways gently from the air exiting the floor vent beneath it.
“I know,” I say and it’s all I admit. It feels like I’m drowning, but there isn’t an ounce of water to baptize my sinful soul in.
There’s a rumble in Cody’s chest, deep and masculine when I lift up my lips and kiss his throat, right against his Adam’s apple. The stubble there tickles the tip of my nose.
A contented sigh leaves him and so I do it again.
I let him feel the hint of my smile against his hot skin when the growing erection he has becomes more than obvious.
“Look at what you do to me,” he groans, as if it’s an apology or perhaps like I’m torturing him.
“How about you fuck me to sleep,” I suggest, wanting nothing more than just that. “Make me forget it all.” My murmur pleads with him and in an instant, a yelp is ripped from me as he lifts me by my ass and sets me on the kitchen counter.
The sudden movement has my heart racing but the heat is all from the longing look in his steely blue gaze.
“Now that I can handle,” he says before capturing my lips with his. His touch is strong, unrelenting and easy to get lost in. With his right hand steady on my hip, his left roams up my shirt and lingers over the curve of my waist. I wrap my legs around his hips and press my feet against his ass so I can feel his hard length against my core.
I’m shameless as I grind against him. I only break the kiss to take a breath of cool air, but Cody doesn’t take the moment to pause. He continues his relentless touches, trailing his warm lips down my neck and kissing along every inch. My nipples pebble as a moan slips from my lips.
“Please,” I beg him. And that single word is his undoing.
“Not here,” he says as he lifts me into his arms and I cling to his broad frame while he takes me to his bed.
When he’s done with me, after fucking me until I scream his name and forcing my release from me, I thought he’d done exactly what I’d asked: to fuck me to sleep and make me forget it all. I thought he had, but he didn’t. Sleep eludes me and all I can see are the palest of blue eyes watching me from a memory in the dark night, judging and waiting.
Cody’s eyes close faster than mine and even though my lungs beg me to breathe in time with him, the sound of his inhales and exhales so soothing, I can’t fall asleep.
I can still feel him inside of me as I slip out of his bed. Leaving the warm sheets behind, I let out a small hum of satisfaction at the hint of pain and pleasure that lingers.
I’m quiet as I slip out, gathering a chair from the dining room and bringing it to the hall closet so I can have just one more look. Sitting cross-legged in the early morning on a hallway floor, plagued by insomnia, digging through a box of a lover’s darkest moments … that’s certainly not anything I ever thought I’d be striving toward. Yet here I am, obsessing over doing exactly that.
As I reach up to the box, my shirt lifting, I’m only vaguely aware of the floor creaking behind me. With my mind focused on the little boy in the photo labeled with the names of two brothers with their uncle, and what exactly each of those papers tells me about him and maybe little hints of what made Cody the man he is, it doesn’t register.
My subconscious is aware that someone is behind me, but my desire for the truth is greedy and requires answers.
“Those aren’t yours.” The single sentence is chilling. With my heart slamming into my throat, I whip around to face Cody, nearly falling off the chair. Caught red-handed.
What makes matters worse are that his eyes look how mine feel. Exhausted and spent. The remainder of his expression, though, is hard and lacking forgiveness.
Swallowing thickly, I tell him, “I’m sorry.”
“I mean it, Delilah.” Cody’s pale blue eyes hold a warning as he adds, “Everyone has their boundaries.”





MARCUS
The majority of people in Delilah’s hometown, a staggering ninety-two percent, are born in the hospital that’s thirty miles from her home. It’s where she was born and her sister too. We’re far away at the moment, but I think of that hospital oh so often.
Nostalgia, perhaps.
When I looked up her birth records years ago, I noted her mother was also born in that hospital, delivered by the same doctor. A woman named Meredith was proud to be the lucky doctor who brought them both into the world. Isn’t it a beautiful thing, bringing a new, innocent life into this chaos?
Staring at the monitors while Delilah stares at Cody, I think back on those days, the earliest ones of my life. There’s not much before the barn that I remember. Only the immediate events leading to it. I consider those events my conception. After all, had they never happened, I wouldn’t be who I am.
She was born in the hospital and I was born in that barn.
“I appreciate it, Cody, really I do … but I can’t stay here.” With her arms crossed, Mr. Walsh should know he’s not winning this one. It’s his controlling nature, his arrogance even, in thinking his home is better suited than Delilah’s.
Turning my head to face the window, I can make out their silhouettes through the curtains. From my vantage point, and given their positions, it’s easy to tell they’re having a heated argument. Having the monitors, though, is far more helpful. I should feel guilty that a system I put in place years ago is now being exploited. I should feel many things … and I am, just not the correct emotions.
My phone buzzes with a message, but it’s not one from either of them and I’m far too interested in this development.
Their argument is unfortunate. Not because I wish them pleasantness, or because either of the two are making a better case than the other. It’s unfortunate simply because the raised voices and harsh tones are so very reminiscent of a lovers’ quarrel.
Memories swirl and I lean back against the roof tiles. With the moon setting just beneath the tree line, it’s dark enough that no shadows can survive. They’ll never see me, but I can see them just fine.
And with the monitor in my hand, I can hear them just as clearly.
The tears that streak down Delilah’s face remind me of the first time I went to the hospital that carries so much weight on my conscience this morning.
It was that little girl, with the same tears, who changed my decision. She was there and I didn’t expect it. Had the events been different, and her father been the only one brought in with the unconscious woman losing her breath, I’d have told them all. I would have relied on what a former version of me was told to do, before this new one was conceived.
I could have spent hours mourning over every vision and letting it all spill out, but I kept it all in, swallowed it down and watched her being held in the arms of a monster. And she clung to him. Her head was tucked so carefully under his chin while the woman was whisked away on a gurney.
I remember standing there, thinking this very thought: this is where people are born. The stark white walls and the yells of nurses blurred with the wide eyes of a little girl who was scared. I wonder if she would remember. I doubt she does. I remember it all, though.
The thing about that unit is that most of the people I surrounded myself with were born there. I wasn’t. I was so far gone from my hometown because I ran north when I should have run south. I know that now, but back then I didn’t. I wasn’t born in my hometown either, though.
I was birthed in that barn.
With the stench of pigs, and old dirt that felt like clay. The child who ran away, somehow escaping certain death, thought that structure would be a place to heal. But that’s all he was, a child who should have died. A child who deserved to die for what he’d done.
So I let him. I let that boy suffer, I forced him to watch and accept what he allowed to happen. I didn’t tell anyone what had really occurred and I knew that woman would die.
But the monster was comforting his little girl. How I could I, of all people, take someone’s parent away?
The biggest difference between my birth and so many others, is that they came into this world innocent, being held dearly, if screaming wildly. Well … most of them. The lucky ones.
I became the person I am when I was seeking shelter in that barn from monsters and watching a man who I knew nothing about commit unspeakable acts of horror that haunted every night of that sanctuary.
I suppose it doesn’t matter where or how you’re born, though … much less so than where and how you die.
“I’m leaving, Cody.” Delilah’s voice is raised and it wavers at the end of her statement. The pain she’s feeling is etched into his name. Let her go. She doesn’t need a damn soul comforting her. Least of all his.
“How can you protect me better than anyone else if there’s nothing you know that I don’t?” the lawyer in her whips at him and a slow grin crawls into place on my face. She knows he knows, and she can’t let it go. That knowledge brings me more peace than it should as I breathe in the crisp fall air.
“Please,” he says, pleading with her and his tone is genuinely desperate. I catch the small details of her expression shift. The thin creases around her downturned lips and the way her gaze softens.
Holding my breath, I watch him touch her as if she belongs to him. As if he can hold her and comfort her and make everything all right.
That’s not the way it works. He can’t make it better. What’s worse is that he knows he can’t.
She’s a strong woman, but not strong enough. That’s obvious from the way she says his name, like it’s the only word she knows.
We all know better. As he leans in and kisses her, her arms wrapping around his shoulders, all I can think is that we all know better.
My phone buzzes again and his messages can’t wait any longer. I could stay here and listen to her sweet moans all night ... but then he’d be the one kissing her.
Personal conflicts aside, I’ll have to leave this ending to be a surprise.
If people knew the story of how I grew up, they would feel so badly for me. Most of them would. If, however, I started that tale with the barn … a sarcastic huff leaves me as I picture women securing their arms around their children and slowly backing away.
The metal stairs to the fire escape creak and groan as I climb down until my boots hit the pavement.
The streetlights shine down on me and that’s just fine. With the jacket that’s tight across my shoulders sporting an electric company logo and the nondescript black bag in my hand, I’m merely out on the job. Fixing a broken cable box or whatever the hell will do the trick to get bystanders feeling comfortable.
I went from being a boy abducted from his shitty hometown with crime rates that rivaled the most dangerous cities, to becoming an onlooker in a sleepy suburb, hiding in an abandoned barn while I observed the most heinous of crimes. I spent my days watching a man who defended both the innocent and guilty for a living, a man everyone seemed to look up to.
It wasn’t often he came to the barn with his victims. But my birth was a long one and I learned who I was, what I wanted, and more importantly, how and why I should kill.

I WAS the lucky one who escaped one hell, only to be birthed into another.





DELILAH
It’s far too quiet in this apartment now that I’m alone. It’s late and the residents above me, the Whitmores, must have gone to bed early or left for vacation. I haven’t heard a thing through the floorboards. It would offer me peace any other time to know the obnoxious pacing and thuds of heavy footsteps are silenced for whatever reason, but not tonight.
I can’t help but to focus on the fact that last time I showered here, Marcus brought roses to my kitchen. He broke in and not a soul knew while I was in this very bathroom. I check my bedroom the moment I step out of the shower, wrapped in nothing but a towel, although I hold on to my gun with a tight grip. The lightweight Beretta hasn’t left my side since I’ve come home.
I take careful steps into every room and I truly wish there were some sign of someone else, even if it’s only Mrs. and Mr. Whitmore arguing over the television channel and what to watch next.
No one’s here. Not a sound can be heard except for my own nervous heartbeat. My apartment is empty, the security system up and running. A click on the keypad to my laptop, open on my kitchen counter, would show any movement at all surrounding the apartment. Of course I see various people coming and going, mostly neighbors and their friends flowing through the locked front door as they’re buzzed in.
With the pads of my feet still damp, I vacate the empty kitchen. The perfectly cleaned island counter, lacking anything at all on it, stays in my mind.
Back in the bedroom, I recheck all the windows. It’s the back bedroom window that I’m certain Marcus came in through before. I don’t have any proof but it would only make sense. It backs up to brush, so it’d be difficult, but it’s quiet along that street with hardly anyone there to witness a break-in.
With a prick climbing up my spine, I stare at the window, the gun slipping against my palms until I breathe out a frustrated sigh.
This is necessary. Getting used to being home alone after a break-in is something that simply has to happen. I’m not the only one who goes through this anxiety. There’s a break-in nearly every thirteen seconds, adding up to over two and a half million a year. So many people go through this. Still, as I set the gun down on the counter, remove my shower cap and stare at my reflection, I loathe that fear is leading my actions. I suppose the comparison isn’t quite the same. Two and a half million people don’t encounter serial killers … or get gifted flowers and forbidden kisses during their break-ins.
My gaze drops to my lips and I let my fingertips drift there. It’s not like I’d use the gun, I remind myself as I set it down and go about my routine.
I have questions and Marcus has answers. Answers Cody supposedly doesn’t have. Taking my time with my moisturizer and normal nightly routine, I let the accusations toward both Cody and Marcus build up in my mind. Right before shutting them all down again.
My bed creaks when I sit on the edge of it, spreading a sweet-smelling lavender lotion down my thighs and calves. The oversized sleep shirt I’m wearing is a soft cotton and I let myself breathe for a moment. Auntie Susan used to tell me, You have to give yourself grace;
no one else will.
I can’t help the small whisper in response at the back of my mind: Cody would. Cody would grant me grace. Hell, letting out my frustration in a huff, I place the amber glass bottle of lotion on my dresser and know that he gave me more grace than he should have this past weekend. I don’t deserve it, and he knows that now. Yet he still wanted me and I can’t fathom why.
My mind is still a whirlwind of everything that’s happened in the past few weeks.
Pretending as if I’ll sleep at all tonight, I take the lightweight gun with me to the kitchen for a glass of water to bring to bed. This gun is coming with me everywhere. I have my firearms license and there’s not a chance in hell Cody would have let me walk out his door without it. The kitchen light is still on and the front door boasts a blinking red light, signifying the alarms are all set. If anyone were to try to join me tonight in this place, the alarms will sound and Cody will know instantly too.
I’m not blind to the fact that he’s circled the building multiple times. In fact, it warms something inside of me.
If anyone had told me years ago that he would look out for me like he has, I’d have told them to fuck off and stop filling my brain with white knight fantasies.
I didn’t get to where I am in life by relying on anyone else. Taking another sip of my water, I lean against the farmhouse sink.
This morning, naked in Cody’s bed, I came to a simple conclusion. I want to be in my own home and alone. No security detail, no prince in shining armor with a sad backstory. No nothing. I need to be on my own. How am I going to get better if I rely on Cody? I can’t and I won’t. Given this past weekend, I’ve obviously lost it.
Half a day on my own has already been good for me and clearing my head. The first half was spent arguing with Cody … again. The water rushes out of the faucet and I fill my glass before heading back to my mostly cleaned bedroom.
I spent the rest of the day unpacking and cleaning up the piles of paperwork, all while talking to my sister. We spent nearly three hours on the phone. First, I let her unload and then I did some unloading of my own, keeping out some small details. Like every piece about Marcus. Somehow, he’s become my secret and I don’t know what will happen if I tell anyone. Really I’m afraid of what will happen if I tell. I’ll lose him and quite possibly ostracize myself, lose my job … forfeit my sanity. No one knows I kissed him, and I’d like to keep it that way.
My phone buzzes on my nightstand, so I trade it for the glass of water and plop down cross-legged on the bed.
Mom is doing better.
I answer my sister quickly enough to hopefully put her anxious mind at ease: Good. I knew she would.
I’m still worried. Something’s just not right.
I hesitate, not knowing what to tell Cadence until I settle on: You’re a worrier. Mom is fine and she knows she can come to us if she needs anything.
My fingers reach up to the collar of my throat, to that dip where a thin chain would rest if I was wearing a necklace. It’s a nervous habit, but instead of touching metal it’s only skin brushing against skin as I assure myself, yes, she would. Mom would tell us if she needed us. She’d tell us if anything was wrong.
My message to my sister goes unanswered even though I’m aware she’s read it and so I start to doubt myself. Without waiting any longer for her to reply, I promise her I’ll be home this weekend and we can have a girls’ night. Just the three of us.
Her joke about me having time off over a reporter and bad press makes me roll my eyes, but more than that, I’m grateful for the distraction. I shake my head at the thought that all that’s wrong right now in my life is just bad press. What a pretty little lie.
The truth will come out and you’ll be back to your workaholic self. It’s the last text she sends before I plug in my cell and decide I really need to sleep. I’ve barely slept to the point where now my eyes are raw and dry. I got in a half hour catnap earlier but woke up with my heart beating out of my chest. If I can sleep tonight without waking up in a panic, I’ll count it as a win.
No sleeping pills, though; I want to stay alert. No, I think as I sigh heavily, I need to stay alert.
The moment I lay down, a satin wrap around my hair and the blanket tucked all the way up to my chin, my phone pings but it’s not my sister like I expect.
I’m only a phone call away. Cody’s message elicits a guilt that barricades my throat. I have to swallow it down before telling him I know and I’m here if he needs anything.
I add in a thank you, although it doesn’t offer me any peace. I shouldn’t be thanking him for my independence.
It’s not like we’re more than fuck buddies and I almost tell him that, but my wretched heart hurts daring to think the words, let alone say them. I don’t want anything more, and neither does he that I’m aware of. So all of this … the protection he’s given me … it’s just him being kind and doing what he knows how to do. I appreciate that.
I appreciate you, I write to him because that’s all I know how to say right now. It doesn’t explain why the back of my eyes prick with unshed tears and I suddenly feel so alone.
Lying on my back and staring at the spinning ceiling fan, I come to the only conclusion my exhausted mind has to offer: I think I’m falling for him and that’s terrifying. In all of this mess and turmoil, my heart is apparently in chaos too. Last night, I slipped deeper into his arms than I ever have before.
He’s only a phone call away and he’s texted me that twice already tonight. That’s good enough for now.
   
I SWEAR I try to sleep. I forced my eyes closed, my bed is warm and cozy … I even got up around 2:00 a.m. for a drink of chamomile tea that I sucked down as quickly as I could so I didn’t have to have my eyes open for too long. All the effort to sleep doesn’t work; sleep evades me.
The alarm clock reads nearly 4:00 a.m. as I sit in my bed, reading through a folder of evidence. If I can’t sleep, I can at least work.
Ross Brass is the one case I chose. Even if his charges were dropped, he’s a suspect in another case. There are more murders with his signature and now an APB is out. But he’s in the wind.
It’s the case that makes the most sense for me to look into. With nothing but time on my hands and a stain on my reputation, both because of him, I want this bastard behind bars for more than one reason. It’s not a vendetta, though, it’s simply my fucking job.
It’s not the case that’s opened on my laptop laying only a foot from me on the bed. The dim light of it calls to me to come back to it even though I’ve read through it a dozen times already. There’s not much there, to be honest. Twenty years ago, detective work wasn’t what it is now. The lack of forensics and technology and protocols … it all adds up to incomplete files, scanned papers that are more incoherent thoughts and assumptions that aren’t backed up than anything else.
What is known is that there were three men, at least, who kidnapped, assaulted and sexually abused a number of boys ranging from six years to ten years old. Two men were found dead at the scene, where the remains of the missing boys were found buried along with evidence that they were fed to the dogs roaming around the property. The third man was badly injured by the dogs; with his throat ripped out, he died in the hospital hours after discovery. One boy was alive when police arrived, only to die shortly after in the care of medical professionals who simply couldn’t treat all his injuries.
The case is a horror story and a tragedy that kept mothers awake at night. It destroyed a small town in northeastern New York and I can’t even imagine what their families went through.
Including Cody, given that Christopher was only identified by teeth buried in the black dirt and the little boy who survived said he was alive only days before. A week would have made a difference in a life. A single week. The lead detective on the case retired shortly after and one note I haven’t forgotten is in the files. A note stating that he suspected one of the men nearly a year before they were caught, but nothing came of the home search.
A photograph stares back at me as I drag the device into my lap and lean against the headboard.
Christopher Walsh was one of the sixteen boys over the course of four years.
There’s no one to question now, only ghosts.
Yet questions pile up in my mind, refusing to let it go, because deep down inside I’m vaguely aware there’s something here that I’m supposed to know.
The creak of the floor is synonymous with a number of things. The first being a striking fear that runs through me, followed by a chill that rolls down my spine. The second and most obvious is an unsolicited exhale and the memory of the last time I saw Marcus.
His mouth on mine, his body so close I can still feel the heat of him. The detailed reminder that comes with a whisper of his kiss against my lips washes away so much of everything else in this very moment.
Still, my gaze shifts from the darkened corner where a man obviously stands, to my gun, very much in clear sight on my nightstand.
With my pulse both heating and racing, I struggle to move. Another creak of the floorboards shifts the shadow and I stare into the darkness.
“It’s only me,” he speaks, breaking the silence.
My question is merely a murmur. “Should I close my eyes?” I don’t know how I’m able to breathe, let alone whisper the words.
I can’t see a damn thing but I swear I know he’s smiling when he answers me, his voice gruff as if he hasn’t spoken in a long, long time. “It depends on two things.”
The thumping is my chest is harder and my body hotter in every way possible, to the point that I desperately need to move out from under the covers, but my body is far too paralyzed to do so.
“What two things?”
“Can you see me?”
A hesitant exhale accompanies the headshake I offer as an answer.
“Good.”
“And the second thing?”
“Is that gun for me?”
Lie to him, my inner voice hisses, but the truth comes out instead as I say, “Yes. You or anyone else who broke in … but I figured it’d be you. How did you get in?”
There’s a hint of something in my voice I can’t quite place. My gaze follows the slight shift along the dark shadow.
“Because you’re scared?” he asks and ignores my questions. A hardness as well as curiosity are present in his tone.
“Yes,” I say, offering the word but I’m not sure he heard it so I nod and with it, my arms finally move. Even that small a change seems too much and I do everything I can to be as still as possible.
It feels as if my body is trembling, but when I peer down, I’m still as a statue.
“Don’t be afraid. I don’t have any desire to hurt you.” The recognition of his voice, of the event that transpired in Cody’s kitchen loosens my coiled muscles. Again I peer at the gun before turning back to the darkness in the corner. He must be leaning against the wall.
“Does that mean I don’t have to close my eyes?” I ask him.
“You really should.”
My throat is tight as I swallow and the sound it makes is audible and wretched.
Marcus only chuckles, and then tsk-tsks me. “I said don’t be afraid, Delilah.”
“How long have you been here?” I ask him, focusing on my alarm clock that now blinks 12:12 in a harsh red, mocking me. My phone never alerted me that the power went out.
“Maybe a half hour ago … That seems about right.” Gesturing to the blinking clock, the man I believe is dressed in all black, or at least dark colors, only responds, “It had to be fast not to set off the alarm. Don’t blame yourself for not noticing right away. You were so caught up in … a case? I presume?”
I still can’t make out his features, but I know he has a hood above his head. Something that could easily block his face if he wished. His outline is defined with broad shoulders and the height of a tall man. Every other detail, though, is hidden from view.
So I keep my eyes open and ask again, “How did you get in?”
“The same as before. Does it matter?” he asks and I shake my head although it feels deceitful. Of course it matters. Every detail matters.
“I have a question for you,” I say and the words come out unbidden.
“I have some for you too, want to trade?” Amusement laces his response and I can’t ignore the stir in the pit of my belly.
There’s a touch of menace in his question but I gather my strength and my sanity, refusing to fall deeper into the hole I’ve found myself in.
“How did you get in before? The power didn’t go out then.” Although the second statement is firm with resolve, the moment it slips from my lips I question its truthfulness.
His tone reflects boredom and that strikes a chord inside of me as he turns his back against the wall, no longer looking at me. Instead he stares at my door and all I’m offered is a silhouette. “I know your security code; I know the brother of a man who was on your security detail who was preoccupied with … a more pressing matter. Another was busy with a broken light in the parking lot. Distractions. I get in with distractions and contacts and information that’s easily traded.”
With his tired and clearly disappointed response, he inhales deeply and I ask another question, some mundane part of me still struck on the how or possibly not yet willing to dare ask about the why.
“Who told you the code?”
With another tsk he reprimands me, much more seemingly entertained. It’s then that I find I’ve repositioned myself to face him squarely. With his head still firm against the far wall of my bedroom, he turns to look at me and for a moment, I see an outline of his face.
The way he turned and a hint of light from a passing car down the back alley behind my apartment aid me in the moment.
There are details of plump lips and a sharp jawline. Not the hideous face of a killer I once placed on him years ago. I dare to think that he’s handsome even. But just as quickly as the light fell on his face, it’s gone.
“I have a question for you first.” A hum of what could be laughter is caught between his lips as he straightens to ask me, “Why didn’t you tell him?”
“Tell who?”
“I don’t want to play games, Delilah. The kiss.” The singular word is hissed although there’s no anger that lingers. Not even a threat lays on the word, yet it sounds worse than sinful. “You didn’t tell Cody about our … moment.”
“I—” It’s a struggle to identify why, caught in his gaze I can’t decipher. The moment after between Cody and I … I should have, but I lied. “I didn’t want to upset him.”
“It’s not because you’re ashamed?” he asks.
“Maybe partly,” I say and the heat of anxiety dances along my skin with the admission. It doesn’t escape me that this man could do awful things to me if only he wanted, and yet again, I find myself glancing at the gun. I’m dealing with a sociopath; at least that’s what his profile determined years ago. I’m well aware of the risks. A smidgen of fear trickles down my spine at the thought of disappointing him … but I imagine it would be much worse if I lied. Something in my gut refuses to let go of that hunch.
It’s Marcus’s sudden movement that prevents me from lingering on the horrid possibilities. With an easy stride he takes up residence by my vanity in a tufted chair that’s far too small for him. It’s almost like a throne he’s outgrown.
“It’s been a long day and I’m sure you have more … interesting questions than the last one you asked?”
His statement lingers in the warm night air as the heater kicks on and I can’t remember what I asked him last, only that my first question bored him. “I’ll give you one more question. Only one. Do you still want to know how I knew the code? Or is there something else burning inside you’d rather have answered?”
His posture isn’t expectant as he waits for me, but it’s in this moment I decide to take advantage of the opportunity to ask him what pricks at the farthest spot of my consciousness. The article about Cody’s brother and the other boys that would still light up on my laptop screen if only I brought it to life will haunt me if I don’t ask.
“Do you know about …” Hesitation wraps itself around me and I have to clear my throat before continuing, “What do you know about Christopher Walsh or the other boy who died … the one named Marcus?”
“Hearing that name …” His tone is dampened with sadness. “I know everything about it. More than any one person should. I know the men didn’t suffer enough. They never do, though? Do they? It’s not about them suffering.” He adds the last bit almost as if it’s a reminder for himself. “It’s about ending what they’re capable of.”
“You were there?” All the questions I want answered could fill a vault and I edge against the warmth of the comforter, closer to his now hunched figure. But all that anticipation is quickly put out like the flame of an extinguished candle.
“That’s another question.”
“Please,” I beg him out of instinct, my fingers gripping the comforter tightly with the single word. Marcus’s head rises ever so slowly and a pale, pale blue stares back at me. The case matters. I knew it did. Other questions scream in my mind. What about Cody? How much does he know? They line up one by one, held back only by biting the inside of my cheek.
He’s my witness, my ghost. But this isn’t a courtroom, a cell or an interrogation. I don’t have an ounce of power here and I’m left at his mercy.
The small voice that’s been reckless and foolish reminds me of the kiss we shared and my gaze drops to his lips. It reminds me that he came to me. There’s a small bit of power in my grasp, but just like every other fact I’ve uncovered, I don’t know why. “I just …” It takes great effort to lean back in my bed and its groan of protest doesn’t stop me from a plan that’s more than likely foolish. “How do you know Cody? You know him, don’t you?”
“He thinks I’m someone I’m not. He wants me to be that person.” Marcus’s swallow and exhale reveal the cues of a man struggling. But also a man who’s dying to confess. I can be his priest, his doctor, his executioner … whatever he wants, so long as I’m given that confession. I want it more than I’ve wanted anything else in a long damn time.
“I’m not that person, but he keeps my secrets and pretends. And together, we’ve done so well. We both lost someone at the same time in our lives. I think it’s really the bonding that binds us together more than anything. It’s the loss.”
The cryptic words don’t tell me everything, but they tell me enough to know Cody lied. He lied to me. He’s keeping Marcus’s secrets … or at least that’s what this man believes. “What about—”
“Stop,” he commands with an authority that’s frightening. One not to be denied. “Shhh.” He’s quick to add the gentleness to his voice when he shushes me, but it’s far too late to prevent fear from pressing my back firm against the headboard. “I gave you another question because I have one of my own.”
“Yes?”
“Did you like it when I kissed you?” he asks, repositioning himself in the chair, leaning forward so his forearms rest on his thighs as he stares at me through the dark.
The rush of my blood in my ears nearly drowns out every other sense.
Logically, I should tell him yes to appease his ego, his need for control. I’ve been trained on how to deal with personalities such as his. Although, this is much, much different from any scenario I’ve confronted in the past. The reality, the truth of his question … it’s still a yes. Even as scared as I am, there’s a spark that crackles between us. Knowing what he’s capable of and yet how soft he has been with me draws me to him for reasons I can’t explain.
“Yes,” I say and take a deep breath.
“Another trade?” he asks me and before I can stop myself, I answer yes. More than any other reason, it’s because I don’t want him to leave without knowing more. I need to know what happened.
“A touch for a touch?” he says and my eyes widen at the offer. “I didn’t let you last time and that seems … selfish of me.”
I can’t help the innate fear I feel. The idea of him getting closer to me, close enough to touch, to kiss, all while I stay buried in my bedsheets is both erotic and terrifying.
I know he must see it; I’d be a fool to think I could hide it. Hell, my heart beats so hard, he’d have to be deaf not to hear it staggering with dread. “I’ll sweeten the deal. I’ll tell you how I know your code. I’ll tell you now, if you want.”
My gaze peers deeper into his, and I find myself wishing for more light. His desperation is … not understood. He shouldn’t want me, but he does. I can sense it; his desire caresses every inch of me, preparing me for him.
Marcus wants me and I’m ashamed to admit what that knowledge does to me.
Met with silence for too long, Marcus continues. “I have small cameras on the outside of your building. I can watch who comes and goes and more importantly, I can see you put in the code, Delilah. And anyone else I want.”
“That’s not true. I searched the place down myself.”
With a huff of laughter, he leans back in the chair and responds, “They look like nailheads, so small, and everywhere I want them to be.” The arrogance doesn’t go unnoticed.
“How long?”
“How long have I been watching you? You have so many questions that you already know the answers to, don’t you?”
His taunt prompts me to remember the first week I moved in when there was a day when the power went out. There wasn’t an ounce of me that suspected anything. That was years ago … Years. The answer sends goosebumps down my shoulders that don’t stop until a shiver takes over.
“I have unusual ways, invasive, I know. But I tried to stay away and let you be. This is how I managed. And then … you kissed him. You fucked him. It … it’s taking a lot of effort to not be jealous. He’s been there for you and you’ve seen what he’s done for you. It makes sense. You haven’t seen what I’ve done for you, though.”
I can barely breathe listening to him.
His jealousy is a shock. And given all this new information, my body trembles. “You told me not to be scared, but I am.” I admit the truth out loud because it’s too much. It’s far too real.
“You’re a good girl for telling me.” Good girl. From anyone else, I would snap at those words. There’s a trigger inside of me wound tight and it would spring free. But from him …
He adds, “We’re going to have to work on that. Lie down and let me help you.”
“What do you want?” I ask and my voice shakes.
“Again … You already know the answer.”
He’s not wrong. I know what he wants; even my body is aware as my nipples harden against the soft cotton of my sleep shirt.
As if he’s read my mind, his nearly silver gaze drops to my chest. “Fear is a funny thing, isn’t it?” he comments but remains where he is. “I bet you’re hot too, aren’t you?”
All I can think about is Cody. Marcus may know things, but Cody may not. And whatever I do here, could come back on a man who has done nothing but protect me.
“Marcus … I’m with—”
“I know. I saw it all. I saw you kiss him again yesterday. Really kiss him like you love him. You do, don’t you?” There’s not an ounce of anger in his voice, only knowing.
“Marcus—”
“I’m not mad. You don’t have to be afraid. But I deserve a chance. I don’t regret much in life, but I regret not taking you when I had the chance.”
“When was that?” I ask only to allow more time to pass. To give space to the moment so I can think.
“Questions. So many questions, my Delilah.” Sitting straighter, his fingers wrap around the arms of the chair as if he’s holding himself back. “I answered you, I gave you more information than I should.”
“You told me not to be scared, but—”
“If you’d like, I can make it easier on you.”
I can only nod.
“Lie down, Delilah.” With trembling limbs I slowly do as he says, lifting the covers for a moment, glancing at the gun that’s still within reach and knowing it was never going to protect me against Marcus. He takes his time giving me orders, and all the while I listen obediently.
“Close your eyes,” he whispers and they’re the most seductive words I’ve ever heard. If only sinning with your eyes closed saved your soul from the devil.
Every little hair stands on edge when I hear the telltale creak of him rising from the chair. My chest rises and falls chaotically, every fight-or-flight instinct within me screaming with pure adrenaline.
“Don’t turn around,” he commands and I’m certain his steps are deliberately loud as he rounds the bed, walking behind me. Ever so slowly, the weight of him is felt when the cool air from a raised comforter kisses my skin.
With my eyes closed tight, he climbs in behind me and I have to part my lips to inhale. It’s a shaky breath that’s suffocated in his heat as he gets closer, inch by inch, until his hard chest is nearly against my back. With every breath, I barely graze him. With one more adjustment, his erection presses against my ass. A whimper leaves me and it’s then I feel his shadow weighing down on me. His fingers slip a strand of loose hair down my shoulder and he whispers along the curve of my neck.
“He likes to kiss you here … I understand the desire.”





MARCUS
I’m ever so careful with my little mouse. The corners of my lips tug up at the nickname that’s been buried so long in my conscious. It’s been a lifetime since I thought of her like that. Which is quite different from what I imagine she’s thinking right now.
Her shyness and timidness are … more appealing than I ever dreamed. Although my illicit fantasies that included playing games didn’t hold an ounce of wavering. Not on her part and certainly not on mine.
“Touch for a touch, little mouse,” I whisper and let the promise … or threat … linger before I add, “I go first this time.”
The hitch in her breath is accompanied by her eyes shutting tight. The light lays there on the delicate hollow at her throat and unlike what I planned, I graze my teeth along her slender neck, noting how her back arches and her heartbeat pounds. My bottom lip tips just slightly before lifting away, leaving a small bit of moisture just beneath the tender side of her ear.
I can’t resist blowing ever so slightly and my reward is a sudden, sharp intake of breath.
“Your turn,” I tell her, but she’s still for far too long. Doesn’t she know what she does to me? How everything twists with her around. Black and white bleed together and all that remains are gray blurs, bringing only her into sharp focus.
“Whatever you want,” I say, practically pleading with her as I drop my lips to the shell of her ear. “Take it, ask it, do as you please.” Everything about her threatens to make me lose control.
“A question,” she says and the words rush out of her. “A touch for a question.”
Disappointment is a heavy weight, but I should know better than to push her too soon. My scared little mouse.
“My touch, your question,” I respond although I don’t agree.
“What do you want after?” she asks and I smirk, my lips grazing her ear as I admonish her, saying, “So expectant.”
Goosebumps flow down her caramel skin and I’m eager to touch, lick, and cover them in every way I’ve dreamt. “After what?” I practically dare her to say it.
Her bottom lip quivers ever so slightly and those long lashes stay down, covering her gaze I’m desperate to see.
She doesn’t answer even though her lips part. I have mercy on her. She deserves that at the very least.
“Don’t be afraid. No matter how much I want to fuck you, I won’t until you beg me.”
I hate how her body relaxes even if she doesn’t do it purposefully. It’s a tangible sense of relief and that tells me many things. For one, she thought I would take from her. Pressing my hand against her lower belly, my fingers would play along the seams of her panties if the shirt wasn’t in my way. I push her front to my back and make sure she feels how hard I am for her before telling her, “Your body may want me now, but you’ll be begging me to fuck you, Delilah. You will feel deprived without me inside of you.”
A huff of amusement leaves me as the sound slipping from her lips mimics both a moan of pleasure and tortured agony.
“Another question?” I ask her. “My next touch will be lower.”
With my warning lingering, she surprises me. Lifting her arm slowly and whispering, so low it’s almost not audible, “A touch.” Although her eyes stay closed and her body remains as it is, her arm moves behind her head and then behind mine.
Closing my eyes, I let her press her palm against my neck, certain the rough stubble will grate along her soft skin. Her fingers linger there, feeling every inch of the back of my neck and then move higher, up my jaw. When she trails them to my lips, I can’t resist the urge to nip them.
Shock ignites within her and she rips her hand away, her eyes opening for just a moment. A moment where perhaps she felt the danger once again.
She’ll learn, she’ll grow to be at ease around me. I’ll make sure of that.
With her breathing erratic still, she forces her eyes closed and I make my next move obvious. Slipping my left hand under the thin fabric of her sleep shirt, I slide all the way up to where it was just a moment ago and then lower, lower still, slipping beneath the elastic of her panties until her pubic hair rests against my fingertips. She’s hot, every inch of her, but I’m more than aware that just a bit lower will greet me with a warmth that already has my cock leaking precum.
“Another move on your end?” I whisper softly, daringly. “Question?” I whisper against her hair. “Or touch?” I let the tip of my nose touch her, acutely aware that it breaks the rules, but not giving enough of a damn to stop myself.
It takes every ounce of effort not to turn her onto her belly and take her how she wants to be taken. The way I imagine it is raw and deep. Far too tempting for my lack of patience right now. I allow myself the small nudge of my nose against her neck.
Her swallow is slow, her words even slower. “If I ask you for a time and place, would you agree to only seeing me then?” she asks and what a waste of a question it is.
“No.” I answer her with honesty as I slip my fingers lower, drifting them to her slit and bringing her arousal to her swollen nub to rub gentle circles. Her back presses against my chest and her neck arches, bringing her chin closer to my lips when I admit, “I’ll see you whenever the fuck I want.”
I don’t stop the heavy petting, loving her ass pressed back against my sweatpants. Just the feel of her writhing against me forces an aching need to override my senses. Her body tightens and I still, not wanting to send her over the edge just yet. “Another question?” I dare to ask and I do something I haven’t in a long damn time. I pray. I pray she has one more so I can press my fingers deep inside her cunt and feel just how tight and hot she is.
“If I message you to come to me, can I see you whenever the fuck I want?”
I hope she can feel my smile against her heated skin as I whisper something I’ve heard her say a thousand times when she’s well aware the answer is no. “We’ll see.” I wish I could. I wish it were that easy.
With the rest of my answer unspoken, I thrust two fingers inside of her heat, curling them and stroking along the front wall of her pussy while my thumb still presses against her clit. I’m meticulous, drawing it out and memorizing every detail of how her body reacts to the pleasure. Her fingers dig into the covers while her plump lips part and as much as I want to take them with my own, rules are rules. One touch is all she gets.
“Marcus,” she says, mewling my name. That’s how she comes undone. With me inside of her and my name on her lips.
My last commands to her, which she willingly obeyed: Stay very still. Close your eyes now. And sleep.





MARCUS
The bad men always lose.
The boy told me that. I truly believed him back then. I can even remember nodding my head in agreement.
They will lose. They always lose. I look back on it now and know it was the heroes that led us to believe that. Comic drawings depicting superpowers and cartoon shows that came on every morning on the weekends. Even if it was naïve, it’s still true. I’ll be damned to admit anything else.
The bad men will always lose.
His large eyes stared back at me from across the cell. He said it like it was a question; after all, I was older by almost a year than him and taller too.
“Yeah,” I told him, my voice scratchy from lack of water. “They always lose.” I think the entire time we were there together, I barely spoke. Those may have been the first words I uttered out loud besides my name. Because he needed to hear it, and deep down inside I needed to hear it too.
He was the one who did the talking. All his stories kept us going.
The boy said that first night, sometimes they win, and that’s what makes them bad guys. Everyone has bad thoughts, but they have to act on them … for someone to truly be bad. He went on and on, but I didn’t respond or agree with that ideology. The boy weaved a story, while I sat against the cold broken stone of reality and let him.
It was only months later when I decided the man who came into the barn every so often with a victim of his own was a bad man. He didn’t prey on little boys like the ones in the cell did, but those women were victims nonetheless.
The first time in the barn, my safe haven and escape, I was shocked and sat in horror because it couldn’t possibly be happening. Not again. The second time, I crawled out and tried to wake the woman the moment the barn closed with that eerie creak from rusted old hinges. I shook her, I did everything I could to get her to move. That’s when I realized I was too late.
What a weak being I was, to shy away until it was too late. Yet that was who I was at my core. It’s what defined me. Both the boy and the woman showed me that. Her blond hair was matted with dirty blood when I realized how lacking I was in morality. Hiding to protect myself while allowing others to perish disgusted me, but that’s what I did.
I didn’t know if the woman was innocent, but the boy was and that’s when I heard his voice again: The bad men always lose. Wasn’t it bad that I didn’t do the right thing? That I wasn’t the hero he’d told stories about. I was nothing like the person he thought I was.
And so I waited and I watched because I wanted the bad man to fall. I thought maybe it would make it right. It would make sense, all of the tragedy would, if only I aided in this man’s demise.
So I waited, I followed, I watched and planned a way to help the good guys bring him down … because back then, I thought there were heroes who wanted to take down men like him. I thought they would listen and they’d bring the monsters to justice.
It didn’t take long before I realized no one would come. They came after me instead. They wouldn’t listen to what I was saying. I was a dirty, lost kid and all they wanted to know was my name. They didn’t listen to me. And I couldn’t bring myself to say my name. They couldn’t take me away. Not when I had so much work to do to make up for the bad things I’d allowed to happen.
I decided I had to be the one. I’d be the reason that bad man would lose.
It would be justice for the boy. All of the bad men need to pay and it started with him.
I hadn’t counted on her sneaking in, her hair in wild curls and the smile on her face so pure and full of hope. It had been so long since I’d seen a smile like that. Shock held me in place as the screwdriver in my hand, the longest one I could find in the abandoned place, slipped to the floor. He would have heard; she would have been my undoing if not for her shriek of laughter hiding the dull bang.
What was that sound doing in this place? It didn’t belong here. She didn’t belong here either.
She called him Daddy and ran to him while he cleaned his hands with the same towel that had blood on it not too long ago.
Through the broken wood slat I watched, the weapon at my feet in the hay that I was certain now smelled more like me than I reeked of it.
Conflict took ahold of me for the first time in a long time. I wasn’t sure what to do and the boy’s voice was quiet. I think he would have liked her too.
The man was a monster, but I watched him hold her hand.
I followed from a distance, safe enough to see it all.
The man was bad, that I knew. And he would lose; I knew that too.
My small child’s mind was uncertain where she fit in and where I fit in. Until I came up with another plan, one the boy loved even more.
He can teach me how to kill. He does it so well.
I’ll let the one bad man live for a while. After all, I needed someone to teach me. Who best to learn from than the monster himself? And I couldn’t be the reason the girl stopped smiling. I couldn’t take her father away, not when I knew how much pain it would cause.
   
SITTING BACK in the worn leather seat of the marked van, I watch the series of text messages on my laptop. They’re not to me, but they certainly hold my interest.
Everything about her holds my interest these days. I’ve been watching and waiting, not so differently than what I’ve done for years, but for far different reasons.
The dim light of the evening approaches and I’m aware that the residents of this friendly neighborhood will find their way back to their two-story homes on this quiet street. I’ll wave and smile as they pass by in their large SUVs and family vans with little stick figures of their children on the back windows. And they’ll do the same, smiling and waving back. I’ve been told I should have been a dentist because of my smile. Not the electrician I’m pretending to be.
Another message pings on my screen and a shred of jealousy seeps into my blood. I don’t recall experiencing the feeling as much as I have recently. Even back then, when she loved the monster and didn’t even know I existed.
Years passed and there was never a time that I was jealous. Even as I played with the strings bringing Delilah and Cody closer together. I couldn’t be with her, not when I had so much work to do to make up for the mess I allowed as I learned. I had so much to make amends for. But then he kissed her.
And she kissed him back.
I know she wanted him to for a long while. She wanted his lips on hers. She wanted more than that.
I imagine tonight he’ll lean in for a kiss but I’m uncertain if she’ll allow it. Since I kissed her last. I wonder which kiss she enjoys more.
Honk, honk, the man I saw just a moment ago waves me down from the other side of the street. He’s heading the other direction now, the front end of his car parallel to mine and his window rolled down.
With jet-black hair speckled white and wrinkles lining his eyes, he narrows his gaze at me, a harsh crease in his forehead emphasizing his wrinkles.
A smirk is my response as he motions for me to roll down my window. I do and immediately ask him, “You lost?”
“No, no, I thought you might be?” he says with a half grin but skepticism still lingering in his gaze. I’ve dealt with many men like him, so not an ounce of nervousness trickles through. They’re all the same.
I imagine he’s retired, the grandfather of one of the youth who play in these fenced-in backyards. I wonder if he thinks he knows everyone on this street. Maybe he does.
“Not lost,” I say as I shake my head and switch the tab on my screen to the work order scheduled at 47 Lewisville Drive. “I’m just waiting on the Jenkinses for their appointment.”
The Jenkins family has an appointment, but not with me. Before they arrive, I’ll be gone. I’m not interested in their home in the least. This street, however, is one of my favorites for the view I needed tonight. From this exact spot, I can easily see through the back windows of the Italian restaurant a mile down the road, using the camera in my dashboard. Technology has made what I do substantially easier to keep tabs on certain men.
This man is right to be suspicious, but this street will never be harmed. It’s far too valuable to me.
“I’m hoping they’ll be home soon although I’m early. I got done with my last appointment a little early and …” I don’t finish the statement; instead I hold up a half-eaten sandwich.
“Right, right,” he says and the grin on his face widens, acknowledging my lies with understanding. He seems to be a good man. One who’d fill me in if ever I needed to know anything about this street. I wouldn’t even have to pry for him to confide in me. Men like him are proud to keep an eye out and protect the neighborhood. They’re the ones who take it the hardest when something … unfortunate occurs.
I call men like him the birds. They watch, they swoop down to be heroes, but they are so limited when it comes to putting down the dogs.
It’s only once the man, who told me his name is Dave, has driven off do I click over to my tabs on the laptop. First checking the cameras and waiting for Ross Brass to make his entrance. He’s a no-show at the moment, but given who he’s meeting, I’m certain he’ll arrive any moment now.
In the meantime, I read the texts between Cody and Delilah.
I need to see you. Cody’s been relentless. I can’t blame him. He’s worried and for good reason. I haven’t responded to the messages he’s sent me. I’m sure that’s caused some unfortunate thoughts to enter his mind.
I never thought I’d hear you say that. I can practically hear her voice hum the somewhat flirtatious response.
Please, tonight.

IT MUST BE MORE than jealousy that I feel when she gives in. Perhaps … it’s obsession. Although from what I know of that shortcoming, it often comes with anger. And there’s not a bit of it at the thought of her loving Cody. She has such a big heart. I’ve seen her love a monster before. She could love me too. I know she can. But it would be so much easier to love Cody.
The faint sounds of chairs scraping and men with thick accents greeting each other force me to click over to the other screen. It’s already recording but still, I watch and wait. These strings are more important to pull than the ones of lovers.





DELILAH
It’s easier to pretend like it didn’t happen than to face the reality. Every other minute, those piercing blue eyes penetrate my every thought and remind me that I saw him again, kissed him again, and was dying for it like I had before. Not only that, but so much more transpired.
And I enjoyed it. I wanted more.
I could lie like an expert witness on the stand and tell myself it was for answers, but the crackle I felt between us, the dose of lust and shot of heat can’t be ignored. There’s something fucked up in my head. It’s wrong and I’m aware, but I can’t change it, no matter how much I lie to myself.
Shutting off the blinker puts an end to the clicking as I park my car in the parking lot. My motions are automatic as I reach for both the umbrella and my purse before stepping out onto the wet asphalt. There’s only a bit of rain spitting from the skies, but with my hair newly done, I’m not risking a drop landing anywhere near me.
The whoosh and click of the umbrella opening amid the staccato of my heels is followed by my car door shutting as I search for Cody’s car.
A coffee date with my FBI agent lover two days after I come apart in my bed at the hands of a serial killer, I would imagine, is unique for the patrons of this diner.
It’s a cute place with cozy seating, located at the corner of a quaint street on the far end of town. Even the pastel blue sign that reads Pick Me Ups in a flowing script is adorable. It doesn’t fit the man I’m meeting or the relationship we have. Coffee is coffee, though, and this is far more casual than the dinner date he preferred and I turned down.
The second I spot Cody’s car, I know I should quicken my pace to get to him. I already told him I was running late, and I hate to keep him waiting. My limbs betrays me, though, and the thumping in my chest refuses to support my body’s need to move.
It’s almost like this moment is the same as the other night. I’m participating, but not really here. There’s space between and I’m merely observing.
The flesh and bones of my body are present and yet I’m only the shadow. Oh how easy it would be, if one could slink away and hide from reality that easily. But as I approach the black glass front doors and shake out the umbrella on the thick black welcome mat out front, I know all too well that I did what I did.
I just don’t know what Cody’s done, what he knows, or what I’m willing to tell him.
There’s more than what he’s willing to tell. Between coffee and small talk about scandal and murderers threatening me, I have to decide where Cody fits into all of this with far too limited information.
The door swings open and warmth hits my face while the delectable scent of coffee and citrus pastries swarms my lungs.
Black and white checkered floors, subway tiles and a long coffee bar with black leather stools give the place charm and ’50s flair.
I didn’t even want to see his handsome face. I didn’t want those steely blue eyes to see right through me, but in this moment, when Cody’s gaze locks onto mine from a booth in the back corner, I feel weak. Drawn to him and eager to tell him everything. Literally, I’m desperate to tell him everything.
To expose every little detail. The desire passes as quickly as it came.
“Would you like me to take that for you?” a waitress with coral pink lipstick asks and smiles at me. As I hand over the umbrella and my coat, my pulse quickens. Cody’s gaze is still on me, but I can’t look back at him.
I’m second-guessing everything. Every move. Every piece of the puzzle. With a heavy exhale I take the seat across from Cody and offer him a simper.
“Still in one piece,” he comments and with it I broaden my smile, which makes him smile in return. It’s always struck me as such a charming smile. “You had me worried,” he says.
Although I part my lips as if I have an easy response to give him, which I don’t, I’m saved by the waitress. The same one who took my coat in her poofy dress with puffed sleeves and a black apron tied at her waist.
“A hot cup of coffee is exactly what I need, please.”
“Flavor of the day is blueberry.”
“Just regular, please.” She nods and turns to Cody.
“Black for me.” The waitress blushes at Cody’s response, as if he’s just hit on her by ordering coffee.
“Not sleeping well?” he asks when she slips off.
I shake my head no, although that’s not quite true. I’m sleeping better now than I was at his place. It seems unnecessary to tell him that, though.
“You could always come back,” Cody says and the guilt weighs down on me at the offer. When did the tables turn between us? With him pining for me while I keep my distance?
The truth nearly slips out from between my lips as my heart aches inside my chest, moaning something to my lungs about how much we need him. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if something happened to him. That’s the one truth that hasn’t faltered. That and the fact that I’m certain something bad is going to happen.
When you play with fire, you’re bound to be burned. I refuse to let him be a bystander in the wreckage I’m headed toward. Thankfully I don’t have to answer, since the waitress is back in no time with our coffee.
We’re quiet, neither of us speaking until she asks us if there’s anything we’d like to eat.
“Cinnamon buns,” we answer simultaneously. The smile I wear on my face at that is a sad one and Cody sees it.
“So … about my place versus yours?”
Swallowing thickly, I carefully pick up the simple mug of coffee and take a sip before giving him an answer he should accept.
“I’m not sure if you remember, but I wasn’t sleeping well at your place either and I like being on my own.”
Images blur together in my mind. The memory of Cody’s broad chest above mine as he thrust himself inside of me, mixes with the sharp intake I took as Marcus pressed his back against me.
The sudden onslaught of detailed debauchery has me nearly dropping the white ceramic mug on the saucer. It clanks in protest and with trembling hands, I cover my eyes. Vaguely, Cody’s apology is little more than white noise.
“Sorry,” he says but I’m quick to object to it.
“No, I’m sorry. You don’t need to apologize.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks and all I can think of saying in response is a lie.
“I told you. I’m tired.” I’m not, though. I cling to my coffee cup. This is how cheaters must feel. This wretched twisting in my gut roils and churns. We didn’t have a label, we didn’t have rules or boundaries. Nevertheless, we have secrets.
It was odd before, between us. But caught in Cody’s gaze, it’s almost torturous now. I sit across from a man whose only personal possessions are those of a boy he lost long ago. And I know Marcus knew his brother. What I don’t know is if Cody knows it too.
Without trust, the tension is palpable as I pick up the bun the waitress sets down, the one I’m certain I won’t be able to stomach.
“Thank you for coming. I know after the other night …” he doesn’t finish his trailing thought.
“I’m sorry.” The apologies don’t quit and for once, I don’t mind it. Because I am so damn sorry. Truly to the pit of my stomach. Every definition of the word.
“You don’t need to be sorry; I just need to know what’s going on,” he says, emphasizing the last bit.
“What do you mean?
“It’s been days, Delilah.”
“Very uneventful days,” I say but stare at the pastry. “You aren’t my keeper, Cody. You don’t have any responsibility to protect me.”
“What if I want to?” he asks.
With a slow inhale, I stare back at him and note the darkness under his eyes and the way his right hand rests palm up on the table. As if it’s waiting to be held.
“Any more letters?” he asks and I shake my head easily.
“No letters.” I decide to give him all of the truth from yesterday, but none from the night before. “I kept the monitor and the gun right beside me all day and didn’t leave my place.”
“And nothing?” he questions further, his brow knitting.
“My ass is flat and sore from the way I sat in bed, but no, nothing to report.” I hate the way the lie comes so easily.
“Do you remember the letter from the cases we were on in the beginning?” I ask him, treading into the murky waters with so many unanswered questions. “The ones the article mentioned from that bitch reporter who first got me suspended?”
Cody’s posture changes instantly. He remembers. We both know he does and unlike what I’ve been doing, he doesn’t lie to me. “Yeah. I remember.”
“One of the last FBI task force meetings … do you remember how I had to walk away for a moment?”
“The crime scene photos were awful,” he says and I nod, remembering how the graphic pictures of the victims nearly made me vomit on the spot and I walked off to be alone.
“Right, but it wasn’t because I got sick … I was crying. It was too much, the way the bodies …”
I can’t even begin to think of how he’d left them like that. Cody agrees, “It was brutal.”
“I swore I felt someone watching me back there when I stepped outside to get away from it all.” I dare to confess something I haven’t before when I add, “I thought it was you. I thought you followed me out … but now I wonder if it was him.”
An anonymous tip was left at the station later that night. “He said he’d stop and he did.”
“Yeah.” Cody nods in agreement and remembrance. “They couldn’t find anything on the note. No prints or residue. But they matched the handwriting.”
“After that the case went cold.”
“I remember. It was like he vanished. We knew he hadn’t, though.”
“So many cases went cold,” I say, recalling them all. All the faces of the deceased. It helps that Jill Tucker from the local eleven o’clock news happened to list them all not too long ago.
“We didn’t have the evidence we needed.” Cody gives the same excuse the DA gave. Evidence. It doesn’t matter what happened. All that matters is what we can prove.
“We knew, though,” he says.
“Yeah … we knew.”
When did he start keeping secrets for Marcus? The question echoes in my mind. I wonder if it was then. I swear I felt someone watching me then. It had to have been Marcus.
“I know I asked you before …” I trail off as nerves creep up, weakening my voice and I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. Instead I clear my throat and reach for the dewy glass for a quick sip of water instead of coffee. The cold beads of condensation on the side of the glass make it slip in my unsteady grasp.
“I asked you if there was anything you knew about Marcus that I didn’t,” I remind him and my nails press into the pads of my fingers as I anxiously fidget under the table. Marcus said Cody keeps his secrets. What secrets would he keep from me? Are they about the case? Cases that may get me disbarred if that reporter has her way. Or is it all about his brother. “If there was anything at all that you knew.”
“You did,” he says and I can see there’s more on the tip of his tongue but he swallows it. It wouldn’t have been a revelation. Judging by the look of condemnation on his face, it was an accusation. Probably something to the effect of, after you searched through a box of my dead brother’s belongings. He wouldn’t do that to me, though. He wouldn’t throw it in my face. That’s not the kind of man Cody is.
I wish he would. I wish he’d give me a reason to throw the truth at him just the same.
“You’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” I ask him cautiously, reminding myself of the history we have together and the grace and protection he’s given me. “Even if you had secrets with Marcus?” My words are barely audible.
They hang in the space between us, joined by the flashes of memories that dance with shadows and illicit thoughts you’re only ever supposed to dream about, not live.
The waitress comes by with a smile but it vanishes when she pauses at our table, the tension palpable. “I’ll leave you to it,” she murmurs and taps the table. “If there’s anything you need, you just let me know.”
With nods from each of us, she’s gone.
“Even if you had secrets with Marcus, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” I question him again, unwilling to give it up, and his response determines my next move.
“Of course I would,” he answers and then sips his coffee, but his voice is flat and so is the thud in my chest.
Like it’s given up.
It’s wrong, so wrong. Something is badly fucked up in my head knowing that I trust a beast like Marcus over Cody Walsh.
“I’m going to see my sister this weekend,” I say to change the subject. “And my mother.”
Cody only nods and the silence prolongs itself. There’s only the chatter of other patrons and a ding at the door when someone leaves.
“Did something change?” Cody asks with a hint of pain in his tone.
“It does feel different, doesn’t it?” I respond with my own question, my walls up and solid as stone.
“I don’t know,” he says then shakes his head and huffs, his thumb tapping on the side of the mug in front of him. “I don’t know if you’d even let me kiss you right now.”
Tink, tink, it’s the sound of a lifeline. The moment slowing between us and I’m so very aware that I’m the one left to make the deciding factor.
There’s one reason why I lean in and kiss the man who I’m certain is lying right to my face, as I’m doing to him.
It’s because I want to, because I love him. And more than anything I want him to know that he is loved. Even if we are lying to each other.
I want to pretend it’s only the shadow of a kiss, and that it will stay there on the black and white penny tile of a coffee shop, where our story can change with every new couple who sits in these seats. But it’s not. It’s the bittersweet, sad kind of kiss, the one where you don’t want to move away because it feels so final if you do move.
His lips are soft and his hand cups the side of my head, holding me there. I’m grateful for that, for all of it.
Everything up to this moment has felt like a lie, everything but this kiss and the next words spoke.
With his forehead resting against mine, he inhales in relief but exhales slower.
“You know I’ll keep you safe. You know I care about you, don’t you?” With his question spoken, his eyes peer into mine and he pulls back.
He pulls back in that way that makes me want to move closer to him.
“I do.” I really, really do. “You know I’d do the same, right?” I ask him.
“You don’t have to, though.”
It’s a sad smile that plays quietly on my lips. That’s the only response I can give him.





DELILAH
The numbers on the digital display climb and climb while the smell of gasoline lingers. The wet spots on the cracked asphalt prove whoever was at pump three before me left droplets right where I’m standing.
Leaning against my car, I glance up at the lone vehicle that drives down the small-town road this gas station resides on and then check my phone again. It’s an old town and just across the street are houses long overdue for renovations. I couldn’t imagine living there. Maybe a long time ago it wasn’t like it is now. Some other time a lifetime ago.
With a deep inhale, I turn my attention back to my own problems and my own life. Or rather my cell phone.
Two messages. Two different numbers. Two very different men.

MARCUS: You haven’t told Cody about it. But you also haven’t messaged me.
For a woman with such a curious mind … I expected you would message me.

CODY:
Call me when you get there. I need you to keep me updated.

BOTH MEN HAVE EXPECTATIONS. Yet I have no idea what I can truly expect from either of them. Cody swears he has a lead on a case that’ll put him only twenty minutes from the hotel I stay at when I visit home. He lies. He lies to me shamelessly and now that I know that, I see him so differently.
Marcus sent a small bouquet of pink roses before I left. I thought of bringing them along to give to my sister or mother, just to get them out of the house. There was no note, no name, just a small bouquet of the palest pink roses. Their stems were cut down to only six inches or so and the half dozen sat in a square glass vase. I left them there, though, on the kitchen island where the last bouquet sat.
Two men. Twice as many expectations.
I leave both messages alone, not texting either of them back.
After less than a minute passes, my phone buzzes with another text. The nervous butterflies in my stomach settle when I glance down and see it’s only my sister, telling me to drive to our mom’s instead of her place and that she’ll be there a bit later. She had an emergency session come up.
It’s easy to respond to her. Although if my life were any semblance of normal, maybe I’d feel the anxiety of my previous visit.
The memories of the bruises flash back, complete with my mother’s smile. The accusations. The uncomfortable moment with my father. Mom said my father won’t be here, though; he’s headed out of town for a convention tonight.
I’ll add that to a list of things to be grateful for. At the very least I don’t have to look into my father’s eyes and wonder if he hits my mother.

WITH A CLUNK, the gas pump halts and the wind blows a colder air from the roaming hills and mountains off the highway. Goosebumps travel down my blouse and my gaze instantly moves to the back seat where my luggage rests and my coat remains draped over it. The cream sweater wrapped around my shoulders is made from crocheted yarn and the bitter air easily moves through the holes.
It’s fine, I tell myself, ignoring this nagging feeling in my gut. Everything is fine for now.
It’s only when I’m seated back in my car, with the ding, ding, ding from my keys resting in the ignition driving my irritation higher, that I read the texts again.
I turn on the car if for no other reason than to stop the incessant dinging. Both messages came within two minutes of each other, both as I veered off of the highway and onto these less traveled but somehow more worn paths. It must’ve been an hour after I left. Cody’s first and then Marcus’s.
To Cody I respond: Just stopped for gas; I’ll be there in two hours and text you then.
A text, not a call. I realize there’s a difference, but given that I’m going straight to my mother’s and not the hotel, he can deal. Even if things hadn’t changed between us, I still wouldn’t call him when I got to my mother’s. Calls are for emergencies and a text will do just fine. A churning in my gut refutes that statement, knowing I’d be pushing Cody away and not liking it in the least.
To Marcus, I fail to come up with a suitable response. He fed me information and all it did was prompt me to rattle off more questions. So I ask him, If I had more questions, would you answer?
Both men respond in the same way the initial messages arrived, one after the other, Cody’s being first.
I’ll talk to you soon. The response from Cody is exactly what I expected.
The exact same response from Marcus does nothing but give me chills: I’ll talk to you soon.
With a shiver running down the length of my neck and trailing over my shoulders, I turn up the heat and head back onto the road.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know this is only a distraction and things are going to get worse. I’m only hiding.
I’m grateful to be hiding, though, and with every mile I get closer to my mother’s, I find myself watching the clock and wishing I were home.
For the first time, it’s not my mother and sister who need me, I realize, it’s me who needs them.
With hours to pass on my way up to my hometown and the radio playing, but my unwilling mind not listening, tiny memories come back to me. They seemed so insignificant, these little blips that didn’t really matter when I was younger. But as I sit in the car, turning the heater on and off nearly as much as I shift in my seat, my critical eye taints the sweet memories.
One in particular never made sense.
Mom was sobbing when we got home from a trip that she didn’t come on with us.
I can still hear her wretched cry of relief when we walked into the living room.

“MOM? WHAT’S WRONG?” Cadence asked as I stood there in shock, a small doll hanging from my right hand. The floral backpack Cady wore had the gifts we brought back for Mommy. We were so excited to give them to her. All three of us, Daddy included.
Never in my little mind did I expect to come home to my mother crying on the floor of the living room.
“My babies,” my mother cried out and swept Cady into a tight hug. I stayed back watching her sway; I’m sure my expression mirrored Cadence’s shock. “Where were you?” She heaved in a breath at the same time the question ran away from her.
“We were good, so Daddy took us on a trip.”
“A trip?”
“Of course, Mommy.” My father’s voice was far too upbeat at the sight of my mother crying and distraught. Didn’t he see she was scared? He stood behind me in the kitchen, his large hands resting on my shoulders. “Silly Mommy,” he joked. “We’re home,” he said and beamed with a bright smile. It was odd, everything about the moment. Maybe that’s why I remember it so well.
“I got you taffy, Mommy,” I offered and my mother gripped me in the tightest hug, holding on to me and squeezing too tight. I didn’t understand what was wrong with her. Our father said she was just being silly. Back then I felt awful, though, since she’d obviously wanted to come with us. That’s what I thought.
“Of course we came back. We’d never leave you.” I think those were the words from my father. “Family doesn’t ever leave.”
At the time, I was so happy to see my mother smile, wiping under her tired eyes and clinging to me and my sister. We made her happy, although it didn’t make sense that she was upset at all. We’d been good, our grades and our behavior both, so it was wonderful to be rewarded with a trip to the amusement park for the weekend. How could Mom not have known?
The realization never clicked. The pieces didn’t add up and the questions stayed buried at the back of my memory where childish things that didn’t matter went to die.
   
THE CRICKETS ARE ALREADY OUT and chirping noisily when I pull into the driveway. It’s dark for only being seven but the fall brings early sunsets in this part of the country, especially in these Podunk towns in the mountains of northeastern New York.
The old fence in the backyard has been patched with newer pickets that stand out even in the dim illumination provided by the streetlights. They’re a bright white among the dingy, worn paint of the others. The grass needs to be cut too. I imagine that’s what my father would be doing this weekend if he weren’t headed out for a conference. Vaguely I wonder what conference it is. If I was earlier in my career, I’d have already texted him and would have preferred to spend my weekend at the conference rather than the dinner and movie plans my sister concocted. That seems like a lifetime ago too.
Sitting back in my car I stare up at the two-story family home with dark red brick and cream shutters. So many memories are carved into the walls of this house. Good ones and bad ones both, but right now, all I can envision are the times I smiled along with my sister.
As our mother did our hair at the kitchen sink and all the games of hide-and-seek that drove my father crazy. All the good times do little to settle the sadness that lingers in my chest. It’s a weight that won’t move and maybe that’s because back then, there was so much hope. So much innocence.
All I can think is that little girl I used to be would be horrified by who I’ve become.
My eyes burn with the sting of exhaustion and something else. I grab my purse, leaving my luggage and coat where they are even though I’m certain it’s bitter cold out there. It’s always ten degrees colder up here than it is down in Pennsylvania.
There’s an ominous feeling that greets me as I approach. After the large front door creaks open and shuts just as easily, there’s only silence in the large old house. I can’t remember a single time when it was this dark and quiet. “Hello?” I call out and expect my mother to shout down from upstairs. Maybe she’s still getting ready.
The lights being out in the foyer doesn’t help that strange feeling, so I flick them on as I call out for my mother, “Mom?”
A torn sob echoes from somewhere to the left, beyond the kitchen. I think it came from the living room.
“Mom?” I repeat, crying out as dread spreads through me and I pick up my pace. My keys rattle in my hands and my purse nearly slips as I get to the threshold.
My mother’s there, on her knees on the floor and she doesn’t stop crying as I approach. It’s like she can’t hear me.
“Mom, what’s wrong?” The moment the question is asked, my heart stops. There’s blood. So much blood. But it’s not touching her. I follow the pool and find it leads to my father. My purse drops along with my keys as my knees hit the stone floor hard.
My hands shake and I make my way toward him, inching myself along with my hands in the air as if to reach for him but they’re held back.
There’s so much blood and the smear of it in front of me, a smear from his leg being dragged through it is dried. With my right hand trembling, I place my palm on his back.
My mother’s sobs still haven’t stopped. My name is incoherent in her last cry as she rocks back and forth.
Breathe. He doesn’t.
Tears flow freely down my face, stinging my eyes.
“Dad,” I call out and then with the back of my hand, I press my fingers to his cheek. The second that skin touches skin, I pull back and push myself away.
His skin is cold as ice.
Thud, thud, my heart pounds and attempts to race, but it’s like it’s caught in free fall. It can’t speed up or slow down, it simply is what it is.
“Mom … what happened?” My question’s strength is nonexistent. It’s faint and full of the same fear that courses through my body.
Until I see the glint of metal next to my mother. A gun.
“You shot him?” I don’t know how I’m even able to question her. It’s not real. Of course she didn’t. She wouldn’t kill him. She can’t kill anyone. It’s my mother.
Before I can apologize, my mom speaks.
“I had to, baby girl,” my mother cries, tears streaming down her face, dragging the remains of mascara with it. With a sniff and a harsh wipe across her face, my mother’s dark brown gaze stares down at my father’s body. He lies on his stomach, blood soaking through his shirt and creating a halo of darkness around his face. It bleeds into his cheek, staining his skin.
There’s no movement of his chest. No breathing, no blinking, no signs of life at all and vomit rises up my throat as my trembling fingers cover my mouth.
My entire body shakes, glancing between my dead father and my mother who just admitted she murdered him.
“I had to, Delilah …” she whispers. “I had to.”
“No,” I say, denying it, shaking my head and crawling backward until my back hits the cabinets.
“You don’t understand. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“Mom, no,” I whisper. The realization grips my shoulders the way I wish I could grip my mother and shake her. Shake her and demand she tell me the truth because this can’t be real. She didn’t do it.
With her bottom lip quivering and my mother’s expression worn and full of pain, she looks me in the eye and tells me, “I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”
   
EVIDENCE CONVICTS. Confessions can lead to convictions too, but as I drive exactly fifty-five miles per hour with my mother laying down in the back seat of my car, careful not to go over the speed limit, I refuse to let her confess to anything to anyone.
It doesn’t make any sense. Not what my mother did and not what I did. I dragged her out of there as she pushed against me, fought me even. I pulled her away and I’ll be damned if I’m going back there.
She’s not going down for murder.
I won’t let it happen.
“Lilah, baby,” my mother pleads with me between the sobs.
“Shhh, Mom,” I whisper and lick my bottom lip, tasting my own salty tears. “I just need time to think. I’ll fix this. I promise,” I tell her. I can’t believe she did it. She didn’t. My mind’s at war with itself.
There’s something missing, something wrong and I can’t let anyone know until I know what really happened.
The convenience store sign is lit, but half of it is out when I pull into the Gas & Stop. I’ve been to this place countless times. It’s stood here since I was a little girl. Around the corner there’s a pay phone. I’ve waited for years for it to vanish like the rest of them have, but somehow it’s remained.
I stop here every time I visit. And I’ve always thought the pay phone was only there for criminals and cheaters. As I park and release a breath I didn’t know I was holding, telling my mother to just stay in the car for a moment, I realize this time I’m the criminal.
Fleeing the scene of a crime.
Aiding and abetting a criminal.
The charges whisper in the back of my mind as I dial one of the only numbers I know by heart.
The images flash through my mind as it rings and my hand slams against the booth as I brace myself.
She didn’t do it. I lie to myself until my sister’s voice is heard. “Hello?”
“Is anyone around you?” I ask her without telling her it’s me. She’ll know. She’ll know it’s me.
“What are you—”
“Answer me,” I say and my tone is deathly low and I’m aware it must make my sister nervous.
“Of course,” she answers and her breathing is heavier on the line now. “Yes,” she says, strengthening her tone as she continues, “there is.” There’s someone around her. Someone who could watch her take this call and testify. Evidence. It’s all about evidence right now.
“You’re not talking to me, you’re talking to a patient and everything is fine.”
“What’s going on?” Her voice is barely even but she makes an effort to hide her fear. My own creeps up my arm like tiny spiders racing across my flesh. I can’t believe I’m doing this. My expression crumples and pain runs through me as the memory of my mother on the floor flashes before my eyes. The blood. My father.
I struggle to speak, but heave in a breath, knowing I need to do this. “You’re going to go to Mom’s,” I tell her and my voice gets tight. “And you’re going to call the cops when you get there.”
“Why … why would I do that?” She corrects her tone, keeping it sounding light, but if someone’s paying attention, this call is going to be suspicious.
“Remember,” I say then swallow and brush under my eyes as I breathe out. “Someone could be watching you. You need to make it appear that this call is normal.”
It takes a handful of breaths before my sister says, “Right, right. I know that. It’s fine.” I can just picture her standing there with her arms crossed and leaning casually against the wall. I hate that I have to tell her this way. Forgive me. Lord, forgive me.
“I cleaned up the evidence.” My throat is tight and I find myself gripping the pay phone handset harder, both hands clinging to it as I stare at my car. I can’t see her, but I know my mother lays in the back seat. When I parked, she was silently crying.
“Of what?” My sister’s swallow is more audible than her question.
“I’ll explain it all to you after. But when you get home, we won’t be there. You’re going to call the cops and the last you heard from me were the texts we had earlier.”
“Is it Mom?” my sister practically cries and I hush her, reminding her that she’s talking to a patient.
“They’re gone. They just left,” my sister says in a breathy voice on the other end of the line, and it takes me a moment to realize she’s referring to whoever was in the room with her. She heaves in a shuddering breath as if she’s strangling on her words. “Did Mom kill herself?”
“What?” I ask and my heart races.
“I confronted her.”
With a pounding in my pulse, I watch as a cop car rolls up to the red light outside the convenience store. I’m quick to turn my back so he can’t see me. But that also means turning away from my car and my mother. Who’s obviously in shock among every other reeling emotion that’s taken her over.
“You confronted her about what?”
My sister begins to answer but I cut her off, not having the time. “Mom’s okay.” Dad isn’t… The words are right there waiting to be spoken aloud but they don’t come.
“And Dad?” she blurts out and I can’t answer. “No, no …” My sister’s tone is wretched. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut,” she says weakly. Even over the phone I can feel her breaking down.
“When you get home … I need you to tell them I was supposed to be there with Mom and that we’re missing. I’m going to try to clean it up.”
“Dad?” my sister cries, and the back of my eyes prick. “They were fighting. I heard them.”
“No!” I’m quick to shut her down and breathe out slowly. “No, you didn’t. You didn’t confront Mom about anything. Dad was supposed to be at a conference and we were having a girls’ weekend. That is all you know,” I say and I’m firm with her.
“You need to act normal but I wanted you to be prepared. I’m going to protect her. I promise,” I tell my sister although the pieces of how exactly I’m going to do just that still haven’t come together in my mind. The sound of traffic moving along allows me to peek over my shoulder, finding the cop car gone and my own sitting there, waiting for me. “I’m going to protect her from this.”
“She killed him, didn’t she?” My sister guesses the truth and all I can tell her is that I love her and to take care of what I asked her to do.
It’s a sickening feeling as I get back to my car. Like the world is crumbling around me and there’s nothing I can do to hold it up.





DELILAH
“ You’re my baby girl,” my father tells me in that singsong way that lets me know he’s in a good mood. “No one’s ever going to hurt you.”
“I’ll protect you too, Daddy,” I’m happy to tell him back. “That’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to protect people.”
“Oh yeah?”
“I’m going to grow up and be just like you.”
“You think so?” he asks me and I nod my head in response to his raised brow.
“That’s what we decided last night.”
“We?” he asks. As we walk down Main Street to the post office, I hold his hand and he swings it to and fro. When we get to the block before the post office, I skip over all the dark lines of the cracked pavement.
“Cady is going to be like Mom and I’m going to be like you.”
Don’t step on a crack or you’ll break your mother’s back. The children’s rhyme plays in my head.
“All right then. That sounds like your mother and I are doing a good job then, huh?” Daddy’s smile is bright and the sky behind him the prettiest shades of blue. There’s not a cloud in sight. “I’d say so,” I answer him. My father. My hero.

I MUST’VE BEEN AROUND five in my earliest memories of my father. His handsome face barely resembles the man on the floor of my parents’ living room, the man with the face lined with worry and aged from the passage of time.
With sweaty palms, I have to grip the wheel tighter before wiping off the moisture on my pants and getting a grip.
He’s dead. My father’s dead. The prickly harshness in the back of my throat is a precursor to crying but I hold it back. Not yet. I can’t lose both my parents. I can’t lose them both.
“Where are we going?” My mother’s voice wavers as she rises up, her reddened eyes peering into mine in the rearview mirror. The hand over her mouth quivers slightly. Maybe the reality is sinking in.
“Somewhere for us to hide for a moment, get you cleaned up—”
“You need to turn back.” She’s firmer than when she voiced her initial question, but altogether her tone lacks strength. I imagine doing what she did took it all away from her.
“No, Mom.” I swallow thickly and speak to her as if what I’m saying is fact; there’s not an ounce of negotiation in my tone. “We’re twenty minutes from the hotel.”
I’ve got cash in my purse, cash that’s meant for my sister to pay her back for the last salon visit.
“Turn back now.” Her hardened voice used to scare me when I was a child. Even into my teen years. My mother hardly ever yelled. That’s what our father was there for. All the discipline. Hearing it now, though … she just sounds desperate.
The tick, tick, tick of the turn signal follows us down Asher Lane. I recognize the street and know the hotel is only one block down. It’s in a quiet area, small and close to the off-ramp to the highway. It’s an old building and used to be some kind of chain. Everything about it screams dated but I guess the owner sold the place rather than updating it.
“Gunshot residue doesn’t lie and you need somewhere to wash it all off, plus a change of clothes.”
“I shouldn’t have done this,” she says and my mother’s statement is a plea. As if she wishes she could go back. I’ve heard that cadence so many times. “Just take me back.”
“I’m not taking you back until I make sure you’re all right.”
“Did you see what I did?” she says and her voice cracks. With a shuddering breath she croaks out, “You shouldn’t have to deal with me. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, my baby girl.”
“No talking now. Please, just wait.” It’s always a struggle when a child watches their parent break down. But right now? It feels like that bullet went straight through my heart.
“Let me get you inside.”
“Don’t help me. I don’t deserve it.” She begs me as I pull into the parking lot.
“I don’t know, but …” I trail off as I struggle to justify anything I’ve done.
“You don’t know what he did.” Pain lingers in each of her words. “I couldn’t … I didn’t know it all. I just thought … Oh God …” My mother’s sobs wrack through her and she rocks back and forth. A shivering chill flows over me as I slam the car into park.
Something’s been broken for a very long time. More broken than the cracks I skipped over as my father held my hand down Main Street.
How did I ignore it? Waves of heat and anxiety crash within me. Suddenly I need the cold air outside just to breathe.
The lot is mostly vacant. Which is expected. It’s not like this town gets a lot of tourism.
There are a few cars, all of which are much older models than my own.
I turn back to look at my mother, wanting to calm her down or at least make sure she knows to stay here for just a moment. The seat groans loud and heavy as my mother sways with a hand over her heart, her face tilted up to the roof of the car. Like she’s praying.
“I want you to tell me everything.”
“Don’t risk—”
I smack the passenger seat to get her attention. Her eyes whip up at me.
“I’ve already abandoned the scene of a crime. I’m going in that office right there, getting a room and then I need you to tell me everything.” I spoke it all too quickly. But I got it out at least. Licking my cracked bottom lip, I wait for her to say something, anything.
The nod of my mother’s head is subtle, but she agrees. “I’ll stay here.”
I’m firmer this time, like I am with the defendants. “I’m going to need you to tell me everything.”
My mother hesitates but again, she gives me that small nod of agreement. Not wasting another second, I get out of the car and the cold air is nothing but brutal and refreshing at once.
Sniffing and wiping under my eyes, I brace myself to face the first person I have to encounter, a potential witness.
The check-in area isn’t any larger than six by six feet. A counter spans the length of the room and behind it there’s a plain white door that I imagine leads to a back hall or closet.
As I place my hand on the sign-in sheet, wanting to tap it instead of the bell, attempting to get the attention of the man laying back in the chair, his feet up on the counter and a hat over his face, I see under my sleeve of the cream sweater.
There’s just a spot of blood on it.
My father’s blood. My own runs cold as I pull my arm back just in time for the old man to lift the hat from his head.
“Didn’t hear you come in.” He speaks while rubbing his eyes with just one hand and then pinching the bridge of his nose. “Allergies always get me this time of year. Excuse me,” he says and then blinks away whatever sleep he was attempting to get.
“A room for tonight. Maybe the weekend?” I ask and even to my own ears I sound out of breath.
My tone gets the man’s attention. He glances away from me to look past me.
“Just you?” he asks and I nod. It’s a lie, but better that than the truth. Why the hell would I get a motel room for me and my mother when she lives in town?
“How much?” I ask, already prying out my wallet and counting the bills.
I’ve stayed here plenty of times. It’s only sixty-five dollars for the night. He tells me one hundred and I hand it over in a single bill. He eyes it for a second too long before taking it.
It’s only then I can breathe. “Thank you.”
“You all right?” he asks, his lips in a thin line.
I let out a sigh and close my eyes before telling him, “It’s been one hell of a drive and it’s way too cold for September.”
The clerk huffs a laugh while the register clangs open. “It’s only going to get colder this weekend.”
   
WITH EVERYTHING THAT HAPPENED, I didn’t realize my mother was wearing a dress. The top part is a solid navy blue, which complements the bottom portion that’s a dark blue paisley. I also didn’t realize she wasn’t wearing shoes. She ran out in her slippers and I didn’t pay attention to that either.
I’m sure there’s plenty I missed. I got the part where she shot my father and laid there for hours sobbing next to him, though. Hours. She sat there next to him for hours. The prosecutor in me would have a field day with that fact alone.
Unbuttoning the top button of her dress, I wonder if she planned on a girls’ night out to a nice restaurant downtown when she put it on. I bet she thought today was going to be a good day. It was one worth dressing up for.
She didn’t get to her hair or makeup, though. Or else it all came undone when the altercation happened. I can’t ask the first question that’s begging to be brought to life.  Did he hit you, Mom? Did he threaten you? I don’t want to bring it up, just as much as she doesn’t want to talk about it.
The navy cotton fabric slips down her arms easily as I help her out of it. She hasn’t said a word, but her eyes are drenched in worry and tragedy and unspoken questions.
I don’t think I’ve ever seen my mother scared. Not like this.
“There you go,” I barely get out as the fabric falls to the floor and I wonder if my father saw her like this. Is that wretched look what she wore when she pulled the trigger?
The steam in the shower builds, fogging the top of the mirror’s edge and the warmth is positively suffocating. I busy myself rubbing my sore shoulder and barely watch her from my periphery in the foggy mirror as she slips down the rest of her dress and climbs into the tub.
The clothes will have gunshot residue on them too.
The hot water splashes and with it is the sound of my luggage unzipping as I pull out the toiletries I packed.
The goal is simple enough: get rid of the residue, calm my mother down, and come up with a plausible defense.
A nagging voice in the back of my mind whispers to ask her why. Swallowing thickly, I ignore it. But when I close my eyes, every little moment I ignored before flashes before me.
I pray this hot water can cleanse away these sins.
“You ran to find the killer.” I speak as I set a bottle on the edge of the tub. With the curtain pulled back, I can’t see her and she can’t see me.
“You were distraught at your husband’s death and how it happened so fast, there was nothing you could do.”
My body sways, my breath stolen for a moment as I envision a different reality. “But you saw the man.” With a heavy exhale I place a second bottle next to the first and tell her to wash her hair. My mother hasn’t moved, hasn’t spoken.
“I went into the foyer but no one was there and then I saw you running out the back. I saw something or someone else first but I didn’t get a good look, but I saw you and ran out, wondering what the hell you were doing. I chased after you and when I finally got to you, you were trying to hurt yourself, sobbing uncontrollably.”
“Trying to hurt myself?”
“It lays a claim that you weren’t in your right mind.”
“Though in your version,” she starts and my mother’s words are spoken both slowly and lowly, “I was after the real killer?” I glance up at her as tears streak down her face.
“You were, you were running after him after you found Daddy dead, but he got away and you couldn’t take it.”
“As if they’d believe I could run faster than you.” My mom offers her doubt. “I could just tell them the truth.”
Ignoring her comments, I continue. “You were too scared to go back inside. I thought you were having an episode. I was going to take you to the hospital, not having seen anything inside, until you begged me not to. You just wanted to leave, to get away so I did that. I made that happen, not understanding what had happened.”
“That’s what you’ve got, baby girl?” My mother’s question is nothing but melancholy.
“You fell asleep, then in the morning you told me everything.”
“I don’t want you to lie for me,” my mother says and it’s then I see she still hasn’t touched the shampoo.
When I don’t respond and instead grab the shampoo and force it into her hands, she speaks. “I thought he cheated on me,” my mother says, her voice tight with the confession. “I swear, back then I thought he was cheating and I didn’t know.”
“Didn’t know what, Mom?” I’m too scared to ask and when I do, she looks down at me, the steam flowing around her.
With a wobbly smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, she shakes her head and says, “Nothing, baby.”
“Mom, what happened?” I ask and tears stream from my eyes just as they do from hers.
“He did it for the last time. I had to.”
“He hit you?” I say my guess in a whisper and my mother’s weak smile broadens with sympathy. “Yeah, baby, he hit me.”
“I’m sorry.” I barely get out the words, bracing myself against the cheap cabinet of the sink.
“When you and your sister were little,” my mother interjects, “you two were as thick as thieves and I remember praying you’d stay close like I wish me and my sisters were.”
I can’t even think of Cadence right now and what she’s about to walk in on. My heart breaks today for so many reasons; I don’t know how it still beats.
“You remember that time you ate all the candy from the canister? I found it empty and called you two in.”
“You knew it was me the whole time?” I ask her, knowing just how this story plays out.
My mother nods her head. “Cadence was so quick to take the fall for you. And that time she stained the back seat of your auntie’s Buick, you took the blame for that one.”
The past events play out before me. We were just two sisters getting into normal trouble.
“You two were always looking out for each other.”
“Mom, what’s this have to do with Dad?” I ask and she only shakes her head, finally opening the bottle of shampoo. “Nothing, baby girl. I just want you to know I love you. I love you both so much and you can’t stop loving each other. Even if you stop loving me.”
Using a wad of toilet paper, I stop the tears from flowing but stay in the bathroom, the shower curtain closed so I can’t see behind it.
It’s quiet a long time, other than bottles opening and silent tears being swept away.
“You’re throwing your career away doing this,” my mother warns and a piece of me is all too aware of that possibility.
“You better get good at lying then. And holding on to that story, Mom. Because I don’t want to lose my job, but I’ll be damned if I lose you.”
With a harsh swallow I repeat what I just came up with as if it just happened. “I came home and no one was there but someone caught my eye as they ran out to the backyard. And then I saw you running into the woods. I was going to take you to the hospital because you wouldn’t stop crying and tried to hurt yourself.” I add in that last detail. “And I almost took you in, but you begged me not to.”
Rising to my feet, my body aches and my bones crack. Carefully, I pull back the shower curtain and pour out more than enough conditioning treatment as my mother’s head hangs in shame, and I lather it. I make sure to get it all, refusing to let any residue stay behind.
“I didn’t do it, I didn’t bring you in, because of what happened last month,” I whisper and my mother’s composure cracks. “They’re going to know about it, Mom, and it’s motive so it’s best we bring it up and control the narrative.”
She’s silent as I work the conditioner through her hair and then comb it through. “It needs to sit,” I tell my mother and she nods. The water’s still hot and the steam smothers me.
“Ask for a lawyer, speak as little as possible. I have the story and I’ll make sure it’ll stick. You just have to be quiet as much as you can and stick with the story I gave you.”
It’s quiet for the rest of the time, the hot water splashing onto my arms and chest when I rinse out her hair. It soaks into my sleeve where the blood resided and I watch the pink droplets fall into the tub. I’ll throw away the clothes. All of them and buy new ones for my mother in the morning.
Over and over in my head, I rehearse our story and hope it’s our way out of this.
My mother’s only silent or crying, nothing more than that until she tries to confide in me, “I wish …”
My motions stop, the lather on my hands a stark pure white and smelling sweetly of lavender.
This time when I ignore her, when I don’t press for more, I know why I’m doing it. I’m not strong enough to handle any more than this tonight. “There won’t be a damn shred of evidence to tie you to this when you go in for questioning. Don’t give them any. Don’t give them a damn thing.”
“What’d you do with the gun?”
“It’s wiped down, and it’s Dad’s, isn’t it?” I know it is. It doesn’t make sense to hide it when there are no fingerprints and they’ll know the gun that killed him matches the one he has registered.
“You will not go to prison for this. I swear by it.” Holding back the emotions I’m feeling, and relying on the ruthless lawyer inside of me, I step away and tell her to comb the leave-in conditioner through, as if she doesn’t know.
“I’ll leave these sweats for you.” My mother’s a bit larger than I am, but they’ll fit. My pajamas are always baggy and loose. She’ll be fine tonight in them.
Leaving them on the sink, I leave the bathroom, worn and damaged in a way that hits me the moment the cool air batters my skin. With the click of the door behind me, I lean my head back as shuddering breaths leave me.
My father’s dead. My mother’s a murderer.
And my mind can’t wrap itself around those facts. Fresh tears threaten as my phone sounds out. Sniffling, I pull myself together.
Cody’s called. Multiple times.
My sister’s called but she didn’t leave a voicemail.
No one else. So I don’t think she’s gotten home yet. She hasn’t made the discovery or called the cops. In the mindset of supporting my story, I should turn off my phone. And so that’s what I do right now. I hold down the button on the side until the screen turns black, shutting out the world and hiding. Just for one night.
And what about tomorrow? It’s Cody’s voice that questions me. The guilt of it squeezes like a vise around my chest.
I can’t tell him anything. Not any part of the truth. I can lie to the police all day, I can turn an interrogation into a children’s story. But Cody? He’ll see through it all, and I can’t confess to him.
The one person I want to talk to is the one who’s gotten away with murder—the one I need to make sure I don’t lose my mom too.
I help my mother brush her hair when she’s finally out of the bathroom and lying down on the bed. I brush her hair like she used to do for me.
When her chest falls and rises steadily, and I know she’s sleeping, I stand on weak legs. I clean it all up, tossing the clothes at the bottom of the tub, and rinsing them down.
I let them soak before tossing them out. There’s no reason to keep them, but if somehow they’re found, they’ll at least be clean of residue.
When I get back into the room, well after midnight with new clothes from the 24/7 Walmart two towns over, there’s a faint knock on the wall.
Knock, knock, knock knock knock … knock, knock.
Like a child. Like I used to do with my sister in the house and my father when he went up to the old barn.
As I get closer to it, the sequence comes again.
Knock, knock, knock knock knock …
I hesitantly reach out my hand and respond: knock, knock.





MARCUS
I woke up to the soft cries of the boy who was huddled in the corner opposite of mine in the cell.
I know what that means and I swallow the jagged rock lodged in my throat that seems to block my voice.
It took a long time for either of us to speak. We’ve been here for … at least a week together, but he was here longer. I don’t know how long and I don’t want to ask. I don’t want to remind him of the first time.
I can trace every outline of my ribs. It tickles slightly when I do it and yesterday I did it so much the skin on my right side feels raw and still tingles when anything brushes against it. Sleep takes up most of the day and night. It’s easier to sleep now than it was before. The first few days I was terrified they’d come if I closed my eyes, but now I know they barely come at all. Unless we do something against the rules, they stay upstairs and forget about us. That’s what I pray for, for them to forget about us, even if that means we don’t eat for days.
The soft sound of his throat clearing comes with a hollow look. There’s a darkness around his eyes; I’m certain mine must mirror his.
“Do you think they’re gone?” he whispers and I nod although I don’t make the nod too obvious. They have cameras to keep an eye on us and they don’t like us talking. They let the dogs in if we talk. I don’t want to see the dogs. He knows that. I’m certain he does.
It’s so quiet that I can hear when his head thuds against the wall. Looking in his direction, his eyes are closed and he looks as tired as I feel. But more than that, he’s terrified.
“How did you get here?” I ask just to say something to distract him from his own mind, but I hate the unspoken follow-up question that begs to be asked.
“I was walking home from school,” he says and as he answers his pointer finger draws on the cement. From the other side of the cell, I can’t see what he’s tracing.
“Where do you go to school?”
“I don’t know the name but my teacher is Miss Harrow. She teaches the kindergarteners.”
He’s younger than me. I almost ask him how old he is and what his name is, but the door to the upstairs suddenly opens. My first thought is that they’re sending down the dogs but it’s not. It’s worse. Much worse.
My shoulders slam against the brick wall as I hear a loud clang of a gate followed by a grunt. They’re back. Terrified eyes pierce into mine and with a quick and rushed movement, I gesture for the boy to come over to my side of the cell. His bare feet leave a sound I wish was the only sound I could hear, a pattering of small feet on the damp ground.
But the heavy boots outweigh the pitter-patter and even more so a muffled cry. A small voice that begs for help. The boy trembles next to me, smaller, weighing less and wearing less too. He’s cold, so cold but the shaking is from the same fear that works its way through my bones. My right arm wraps around his small body and I try to stay strong for him, forcing my eyes to stay open as we huddle in the corner farthest away from the iron gate. I watch because he doesn’t, he closes his eyes tight. One of us has to watch. This time it’s me.
“Shhh.” I hush him as his whimpers get louder. They’re almost here. The two men I know in my nightmares. There’s oil on their hands. I think it’s oil; it’s all I can smell when they come. They smell like the garage used to when my father’s car broke down.
The one on the right, the tall one and older one heaves the cell gate opposite ours open. The shorter one who’s heavier tosses the bag into the cell and a vicious crack sounds out followed by a shriek of pain.
Hot tears leak down my face, but I don’t look away. I have to make sure they stay over there, in that cell and not ours. And they do. The gate closes, locking with a click that will haunt me forever, and I watch because someone has to and the boy can’t.
The screams don’t stop for hours.





DELILAH
M y mother killed my father. The statement is fit for a tragedy, maybe one of Shakespeare’s plays. I hated English Lit in college. I only took the class because I had to. All the while I remember tapping my pencil against the textbook as I did the assigned readings, thinking how unrealistic it was. How outdated and far too dramatic the stories were as they unfolded.
As my mother lies on the edge of the queen bed, I can’t help but to be brought back to that moment, and suddenly I feel foolish. How did this happen?
With trembling hands, I close my eyes and pretend like it’s only a story. I don’t know if it’s the adrenaline that kept me from thinking about the reality … but my mother killed my father.
And I’m helping her get away with it.
Knock, knock, knock knock knock … The pattern of five faint knocks on the door to the hotel room draws my eye to the dull white door. A shadow is vaguely seen creeping from under the locked door.
My heart slams against my rib cage as a slip of paper slides under the crack.
Even from where I sit, huddled with my knees pulled into my chest and my eyes burning from lack of sleep and the prick of former tears, I can see the dark scribbles of handwriting.
The second the paper lands on the worn, thin carpet, the shadow disappears and it’s quiet again with the exception of heavy footsteps outside, followed by the creak of the next room’s door opening. I sit there, very much aware that it has to be Marcus who’s next door. It must be him. And more importantly … he must know what happened or that something has happened. How else would he have found me?
How much does he know? The question lingers as my body stays frozen.
Knock, knock. The last two taps of the game I remember from my childhood come through the wall only feet from me.
A shudder runs through me and I can only look back at my mother, still sleeping. Unaware of the fear that keeps me crippled in this chair.
A second passes and then another before the realization sinks in that I’d rather go to him than have him come here. I don’t know how I’m able to move my horrified limbs, but I do, bending down to read the slip of paper with the simple command on it.

COME OVER.

WITH A DEEP BREATH in I slip on my flats, once again staring at my mother’s sleeping form. Even in her rest, there’s a crease etched in the center of her forehead and her brow is pinched. Even in her sleep, she’s plagued by what’s happened. There’s no escape from it.
As I creep out of the room, all I can think is that she really did it. This is happening and I’m caught in the middle of it all.
Hesitation overwhelms me as I stand on the outdoor walkway in front of the room next door. The small peephole is a black pupil that stares back at me as the chill of the fall night air wraps itself around my shoulders.
With the back of my hand, I barely form a fist and rap: Knock, knock. Knock knock knock … I don’t have to finish. On the last knock, and with an eerie creak, the door opens. Not enough for me to go through, but enough to see the bathroom light is on inside. No other light, just the one and it barely bathes the room in the dim yellow glow.
“Hello?” I call out, my voice raspy and not at all sounding like myself. Clearing my throat, I gently push the door open wider. My heart races until I hear his voice.
“Come in. I’ve been waiting.”
Thump, thump, it all slows when I hear how calm and expectant he is. The deep baritone comes from the far left of the room. His room’s the same as mine, only mirrored. So his bed touches the wall where mine is placed. It’s only inches from where my mother sleeps.
That knowledge sends goosebumps down my back.
“Didn’t mean to keep you,” I tell him although I’m unsure where the response comes from. All of it is surreal and I find myself praying to just wake up.
“You were busy with your mother, that’s understandable.”
Thump, thump. The tips of my fingers go numb as I make my way to the chair seated in front of a simple desk. The other would be more comfortable, but it’s closer to him.
At the thought, my gaze lifts and I see more of him than I did before. For a moment, only a split second, I think he’s Cody, not Marcus.
With his dirty blond hair, just a bit too long to be Cody Walsh, and the width of his shoulders, he looks so much like him.
My head spins and I lean forward in the chair, unable to hide my reaction. Maybe I just wish Cody were here. I wish it were him sitting there.
“I look like him, don’t I?” he asks and there’s a pain present in his tone. Undoubtedly so.
“You do,” I say and a shudder runs through me at the admission.
“They used to say, never to us but to each other, the boy and I could be brothers.”
My heart pangs in my chest and I swallow thickly as I look up at him. “The boy?” I ask but Marcus only shakes his head.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. You must have so much on your mind.”
The words jumble at the back of my throat and my gaze shifts to the light from his bathroom. The door is open and I can clearly see the shower curtain pulled back. I bathed her to get rid of evidence. I’m an accomplice to murder.
My father’s murder.
My head hangs lower and I have to part my lips to take in a shaky breath.
“You don’t want to talk about it?” Marcus asks.
My hands tremble as I pull my knees up and sit so damn uncomfortably on the small chair. My back leans against the wooden slats and my shoulders rest on the barely padded back of it.
“Do you know what happened?” I whisper, although I already know the answer.
“I do,” Marcus says. He stretches his legs out on the bed, still sitting up against the headrest. He’s taller and leaner than Cody. I take it all in. Some awful, devious voice whispers in the back of my mind that I could leverage what’s known about Marcus and his crimes. I could save my mother that way.
And myself.
With a quick shake of my head and a gut-churning sickness, I cover my eyes and drown that thought.
If I tried that, I’d be dead. Although as it stands, I may be dead already. The rabbit hole Alice fell down and the ridiculous plays they made us read in school … none of it was as fucked up and unreal as this.
“Have you come up with a plan?” Marcus asks and I tell him.
I spit out the story I told my mother three times tonight and I’ll tell her again tomorrow.
Marcus’s response is merely a murmured hmm. Prolonged and drawn out, lacking in either approval or disapproval.
“Why are you here?” The venom in my tone is shocking and judging by the tilt of Marcus’s head, giving more light to the left side of his face although it’s still dark from where he lies, it shocks him as well. I hold on to the strength. I ask, “Am I collateral? Is this blackmail?”
The dim light gives a sheen to his teeth as he smirks with a huff. Readjusting against the headboard, the bed groans before he answers, “To see if you were all right.”
The sick feeling from earlier drops into the pit of my stomach as my gaze lowers to the foot of the bed. Then I dare to look back up at him as he readjusts once more.
“And to give you an out. I could help with your mother.” The world stops for a moment, my lungs stilling completely as I watch him reach to the nightstand to hold up a pad of paper. “I left a note behind. Thought you should know.” The thud of the pad hitting the end table is followed by Marcus’s comment. “I’m not sure your sister is expecting it, but given how bad of a liar she is, it’ll only help your mother.”
“You didn’t implicate my sister—” My words are rushed as I scoot closer to the edge of the chair, desperation overwhelming me.
Marcus’s tsk cuts me off. “I’m here to help, little mouse. Be careful, be quiet … and what I’ve set into motion will be good enough.”
“What does it say?” I ask. When he doesn’t immediately answer, I add to clarify, “The note. What did you leave?”
“It’s of no concern to you. It would lead to more questions because you’re missing so much of the story.”
“Tell me then,” I plead with him, my throat going dry.
“More questions for questions?” Marcus asks and the sibilant sound of each S lingers like the hiss of a snake. Goosebumps rake down my body, the memories of the other night more than eager to replace the fear that lays over every inch of me.
“It seems like you have more answers than I do.” The thudding in my chest beats faster, but this time for a different reason. The small room is suddenly suffocating and there’s not enough room to separate us. It’s one sided and so very obvious.
Ignoring my comment completely, Marcus says, “Cody’s a bit hung up but he had a feeling. He’s perceptive like that.”
My eyes close as I sit back, letting the low blow make me feel even lower. I have no words although I wish I could respond. I love him. I love the man and I know I do. But he’s a liar and I don’t trust him.
“He blames himself, if that helps. And he’ll fight for you.” Lifting my eyes to Marcus’s pale blue gaze, I keep my questions to myself.
“Maybe a smoke would help?” he says. He’s toying with me. That’s what this is to him, a cat and mouse game. That must be where he gets that nickname for me from. Anger would normally be my response. It should be. But it’s entirely absent from my reaction to the slight. The wash of sadness is just as unexpected and only adds salt to the wound.
I watch as Marcus opens the drawer to the nightstand and lights a blunt.
With a puff of smoke, he offers it to me, but I shake my head. “I don’t smoke.”
He takes his time inhaling deeply before gesturing to the small fridge. “Wine it is then,” he tells me. I’m frozen in the small chair, watching this powerful man let out a cloud of smoke from between his teeth, the white and black playing among the shadows.
“Don’t be shy. I thought you’d need something more … but maybe not.”
“Something more?” I ask and force myself out of the chair, forcing myself to play his game if for no other reason than the fact that I can’t do anything else. And my mother needs him. Fuck, I need him.
The fridge is small and the single bottle of white wine has been placed inside at an angle so that it fits neatly. “Thank you for chilling it …” I tell him and then spot a small plastic black bag on top of the dresser to the left. I recognize it as generic to liquor stores and inside of it I find a corkscrew and two plastic cups.
My fingers rest on both cups, my rational and logical side failing me. Silently, I hold up the cups, offering him one, but he shakes his head. The silence turns to a faint ringing in my ears that gets louder and louder. The images of today crash through me like a tidal wave as I open the bottle and pour the wine.





MARCUS
O ne cup of wine and her red eyes glisten. It’s a good distraction, asking her about Cody. She’s more defensive than anything when it comes to him … when it comes to us.
Two cups and her stiff shoulders loosen while her answers start to come easier. Her reluctance falls just as she does, slowly falling to pieces as I feed her clues bit by bit.
He did something a long time ago and her mother put the pieces together. I’m not sure Delilah is following the little breadcrumbs I’m giving her. She’ll blink one day and see it all. Tonight I think she’s simply looking for a distraction.
Her mother wouldn’t have been able to, if he hadn’t started up again. … If I hadn’t helped her along. Not that I added that last little piece out loud for Delilah. She doesn’t need to know. All she has to fully accept is that he had done something bad and that her mother didn’t mean it. Just like the sweet alcohol, it offers her the smallest sips of peace.
“Don’t cry,” I say, consoling her as she sniffs again, closing her eyes and pretending like she isn’t on the verge of breaking down. I’ve seen so many men and women respond to death. It’s almost always the same. Delilah’s different. I attribute that to her cases and how hard it tried to make her. Or rather, how hard she tried to make herself so she could continue. So she could make it all make sense.
We all have our limits, though.
“Ask me something else … something about us.” Her dark chestnut gaze meets mine. Every time she looks at me, she centers. More than likely refusing to let go of this opportunity where she can use me. She could have so many questions answered, resolve so many of those cases that keep her up at night. And the riddles between myself and Cody would be revealed if only she asked the right questions. If only she could pull herself together. If only she could trust me enough.
We have time, little mouse. She’ll get there.
She doesn’t ask me any of that, though, as she grabs the bottle, eager to pour the last bits. “You watched me?” she asks with her back to me. The thin pajama pants hang loose on her hips and the burgundy tank top hugs her tempting curves.
“Yes.”
“You stalked me?” she says and the empty bottle lands with a clink on the dresser. She sips her drink with her back to me.
“Yes.”
“For years?”
I hesitate only a moment before saying, “Yes.”
Finally, she soothes my anxiousness, turning around to face me and she leans against the dresser. She’s gorgeous when she’s full of accusations.
“Why?”
I can’t help but smile at her. Years … she knows. But how many years? is the question she’s still lacking.
I answer her the only way I know how. “If only I could tell you.” Why do any of us torture ourselves with the things we can’t have?
“Tell me something.” For the first time, she gives me a demand and it makes me harder for her than I’ve ever been.
“And you’ll tell me something in return?” There’s only a slight movement from me in response to my eagerness. The tips of my fingers slip against the bedsheets. As if that would be enough to ground me … as if it would hold me back.
“Of course,” she says, whispering her answer and then bites down on her bottom lip. My cock stirs at the motion. I’ve never been a giving soul. There’s always a selfish reason.
“You saw them for what they were.” I speak without thinking.
“What do you mean?” Curiosity knits her brow.
“Just like the case last month … Ross Brass.” At the mention of his name, Delilah stops the cup midway to her lips. A coldness flickers in her gaze.
“It’s not all black and white. It’s covered in as much gray as it is blood. But once you see them for what they are, you don’t let go.”
Perhaps she’d rather I talk about anything other than herself because her mind wanders. I’m certain she thinks of her mother again. Or her father. It’s given away by the drop of her gaze and the slower rate of her breathing.
“Do you want to know what I think?” I ask her and my throat is suddenly tight.
Confusion is apparent in her dark brown eyes and I’m certain she almost asks, about what?, but instead she only nods a yes. Maybe two cups has already been two too many.
“I think it will all be all right but it will take a few days and you’ll be just as anxious every day. Each day more anxious than the last until they have another name. Someone else to blame for your father’s death. I think that’s what you’ll need to move past the worry.”
“It will be all right?” Skepticism laces her question. It’s almost sarcastic.
“With the note I left, no one will want to pin it on your mother. They’ll have someone else in mind.”
“Who?” she asks in a single breath.
“Someone who deserves to die.”
“You’re an angel of death,” she says as if it’s fact and I can only laugh. “That’s what they tell me.”
My amusement is a short but deep rumble in my chest. Her hips sway slightly and I pat the bed next to me, getting her attention.
I wait for her as she walks slowly to the very end of the bed and sits. I’m well aware she can see me, really see me if she looked up. Her eyes would have adjusted to the dark by now. My pulse races and just as she’s about to, just as her thick lashes raise, I tell her to go turn off the light first.
“Turn it off and come back.” She hums and doesn’t hesitate to rise from the bed, making a soft groan.
She can’t see me yet. Not yet, not just yet. Panic flows through my veins as the floor creaks with her gentle movements and she turns off the sole light that was on in the bathroom.
“So you are an angel of death?” she asks as the light disappears with a soft click.
“I don’t decide, though? Do I?” I say to her, bringing her attention back to the conversation as she comes back to me like the good girl she is.
“They’re going to die, regardless. I simply pull strings so it flows easier. So they kill each other and the victims, the ones who would fall pray to them otherwise, are reduced. That’s not so wrong, is it?”
Delilah’s quiet, so silent that I hear the moment the plastic cup, nearly empty now, hits her bottom lip.
“Like your cases. The ones they tampered with and never solved. They made that decision and it led to … whatever it is it leads to …” I debate confessing, but I can’t help myself.
I can practically feel the way her pulse ramps up when I tell her, “I did you a favor, I closed them.”
“This isn’t the game we play,” Delilah says, not asking about the cases I know she seeks answers to for refuge. I should have known better. She doesn’t care about those cases right now. Not in the least. There’s only one murder on her mind. “Did she do it because he hit her? Can you tell me that?” Back to her mother …
No. The answer is there on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t bring myself to say it. Then I would have to tell her. And that’s a depressing conversation for another day.
“If your mother had pressed charges, what do you think would have happened?”
“He would have been found guilty. He would have kept it quiet and they would have split.” Tears muffle her words.
“Not to him … to her. What would have happened to her?” I have to remind the disappointment in me that she’s too close to it and too uncertain of so many things. Too conflicted like Cody can be. It’s not her fault that she didn’t think of the other piece. No one ever thinks of the other one. The victim and what’s left behind. As if a punishment makes those wrongs all right.
Her inhale is quicker, louder, but she remains silent.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Finally. We agree on something tonight. The pieces are in motion, and there’s nothing left to do but allow the dominoes to fall.
Before I can relish in leaving this conversation alone for the night, Delilah stands, readying herself to leave perhaps. But first she tosses the empty cup into the small bin by the desk. “Thank you for … covering for my mother.”
“And for you,” I remind her, suddenly feeling hotter than I’d like.
My fingers itch, eager to keep her here. Again, they skip across the sheet, this time with more desperation.
“I don’t like seeing you like this,” I say, barely getting out the words. Even though it’s nearly pitch black and the sounds from beyond the door fill the silence with both the chirps of crickets and the rushing of cars passing along the road, all I can hear is my heart beating as she crosses her arms against her chest.
At the sight of her breasts rising, my cock stiffens.
“I owe you,” she tells me, but she already owes me more than she could imagine.
“You do,” I say, agreeing with her admission and my tone gives her pause.
The day she came into that barn is the day he stopped. Every monster has a boundary. Look at what good came from such an awful man. At first, my fascination was simply due to watching out for her. She was his keeper in a way and I had so much to learn from him.
But it grew to be more. I don’t know how or why.
I had a chance to kill him years ago, and didn’t. So many chances and at some point I had to admit, I allowed him to live because of her.
I settled on a threat instead. The fool should have never set out to pick up his old habit.
Rather than counting up her debt, I happily contribute to it and say, “I have something to help you sleep if you need it.”
I can hear her swallow from all the way over here.
“It’s called sweets.”
“My father told me not to take candy from strangers—” she starts to say but then stops herself midword. With an instant pang of sadness and regret evident on her beautiful face.
With her head falling back, her bottom lip drops as her mouth opens and sorrow overwhelms her inhale. She’s trying to stifle her cries.
“Come here,” I say. It’s a demand and I’m not sure how she’ll take it, so I soften my next words as I add, “Let me make you feel better.”





DELILAH
It’s not the wine. I can’t tell you the number of defendants I’ve seen in the courtroom who blamed their actions on alcohol. It’s never the buzz of a night out that’s to blame for what they’ve done. Never.
We do the things we want to do. It’s that simple.
If it wasn’t already planted in the back of our minds, the seeds of the action wouldn’t exist.
So it’s not the wine. As much as I’d like to believe it is. The sweet taste is still on my lips as I stare across the dark room at a man who terrifies yet excites me.
I could claim my actions before were due to curiosity. I could claim that I wanted information, not unlike an undercover detective. In fact, that excuse had lingered on the tip of my tongue ever since those first unforgivable thoughts entered my vivid imagination.
Marcus’s large hand smooths the comforter beside him. My body is heavy and weak; every piece of me is practically lead, weighed down in this moment.
Hot, molten lead, to be more specific. Unable to keep its form and desperate for somewhere to go.
There’s not a single soul I could have confided in. Not one … not even Cody.
No one but the man who beckons me to come lie with him. And if I’m honest with myself, it’s something I’ve wanted since he first whispered my name.
Swallowing thickly, I make my way to him, letting the floor emphasize each of my steps with a creak. I don’t bother with pretenses, so in that time, I lift the hem of my tank top over my head, uncovering my small breasts and the cool air instantly caresses my body.
I don’t know how he’ll react but I imagine this is what he’s after, and with the weight of today still firmly weighing down on me, I want it too. I’m eager to forget it all and feel something else that is far more intoxicating to lure me into the depths of sleep.
A hiss of intake is followed by a groan of satisfaction from the man in the room, but I don’t bother to look him in the eye. Leaning against the bed, I kick off the loose-fitting sweatpants, but leave on the one garment that will stay between us for the moment. With my clothes tossed carelessly on the floor of the cheap motel, I drag down the comforter that he just smoothed and crawl in.
It’s not lost on me that I’m exposed, bared to a man who stays in the shadows and won’t let me see him.
Something about that fact makes it even easier to do what I’m about to do next.
When I crawl on the bed, the springs give a slight protest with a soft squeak. My fingers dig into the mattress and I lean forward on my hands and knees at the top of the bed. My eyes are closed, my breathing even and I plant the barest of kisses on his hard jaw lined with stubble. He’s rough against my gentleness, but something about the simple act, breaks down any wall of protest.
“Tell me it’s going to be all right?” I whisper the plea, my forehead resting against his temple. If he were going to push me away, now would be the time and it’s quite possibly something that will happen. An act that would destroy me.
But I would take it. I’d take it just as much as I’d take him laying me down on my stomach and fucking me raw on this bed. If he’ll make everything right again, I’ll let him do whatever he wants to me.
Time tortures me as I wait for what feels like forever for an answer. My eyes remain closed even when I feel him move, shifting next to me until his deft fingers slip down the curves of my side. With goosebumps following the trace of his fingertips, a shiver elicits the darkest of wants.
“It will be.” His answer comes with a nip on my shoulder, a warning maybe. “You know I’m a bad man, don’t you?” His warm breath trails down my shoulders like a silk sash falling from the finest of robes and all at once, he’s no longer touching me.
My long lashes flutter open and I stare directly ahead at his throat. The cords in his neck tighten and the dark stubble begs me to brush the tip of my nose against it, just to feel how sharp it is. “I know exactly who you are,” I whisper and although it feels true as each syllable slips out, so many questions in the back of my mind doubt my conviction.
His lips brush against mine and his smile plays against my parted lips. With the rustling of the sheets, his bottom teeth graze along my lower lip until he nips me.
The sound of shock and want mingle into a deadly concoction as I yelp, still on all fours, in only my panties. Still with my eyes closed.
His thumb brushes along my backside. “You left these on,” he says and the click of the heat turning on does nothing to soothe my already heated skin.
Swallowing, I nod my head, expecting to feel him there, but he must be leaning back. My core is hot and my nipples harden. Without his touch, I could be alone on the bed for all I know, but I haven’t heard the bed signal his movements.
“A touch for a touch?” he asks, giving away his position which is only inches from me.
“Yes.” The single word falls from my lips both light and heavy, with an eagerness and yet with apprehension.
His heat wraps around me as he leans in closer, the rough pad of his thumb tracing the curve of my breast and then the other. I whimper, my thighs tightening and my needs climbing higher.
“I have to warn you, Delilah,” he whispers and the roughness of his stubble scrapes against the curve of my neck. It’s then I can feel his bare skin against mine, my forearm pressed against his chest. Sweeping my hair to the side and exposing my back, he nips my neck and presses his hand against my upper back.
My head lowers in a bow, my ass still raised. “I’m going to take my time with you,” he says and with the dizziness of a lust-filled cocktail flooding my veins I moan in response. My cheek brushes against his thigh. I’m not naïve. He’s naked on the bed and his cock is near. I part my lips, willing and ready and lift my hips to accept him, but his hand bears down firmly against my shoulder blades, pushing me against the sheets.
The sound of him stroking himself is followed by the head of his cock being pressed against my lips.
“Lick it clean,” he commands and my tongue darts out to taste the salty bit of precum that’s waiting for me.
He strokes his cock again, his knuckles brushing against my skin.
“I’ll have every bit of you,” he says but it’s almost as if it’s a promise to himself. I take his words for what they are, a hell-bent eagerness for this man to consume me.
“Yes,” I say and breathe out, feeling everything slip away. My sanity included.
It’s not until he places his lips at the shell of my ear to tell me, “But you didn’t beg,” that I think it won’t happen. He won’t thrust himself inside of me and take what he wants.
I open my eyes only to stare at my own grip on the edge of the bed. The sound of his footsteps rounding the mattress is barely heard over my pounding heart.
“I told you that you’d beg for me, that you’d feel deprived without me inside of you,” he says and my response is right there, so close and so wanting to be heard, but I can’t speak.
“It’ll be fun to play with you, though.”
He keeps his promise, taking his time until I’m wrung out and begging. Even then … he still doesn’t take me.
According to him, I didn’t beg fast enough, and I don’t crave him enough. Yet.
Even when I whimper that I need him, it’s not enough.





DELILAH
The ache between my thighs is unrelenting. Even in the hard chair of the interrogation room, I can barely sit without feeling him. His fingers played with me, toying and testing. Leaving me satisfied, aching, but wanting more.
My cheeks are stained with a heat that would reveal a harlot to anyone who dared to pry. The sarcastic huff notes the ridiculous of my thoughts. Given that I’m sitting across from a man who’s attempting to pin a murder on me, my focus needs to be anywhere but on Marcus.
“My mother?” I ask Detective Skov. His dark brown eyes are just slightly lighter than his thick hair. It’s grown out an inch at the top and not at all tamed. Along with his overgrown stubble, on the cusp of being a beard, the man looks like he doesn’t give a damn about rules and regulations. I’ve given him my explanation more than a handful of times now. Each time he asks nearly the same questions.
What time was that? Did you hear anyone? Did you see anything else? Can you describe … on and on. I know the tricks of the trade. He’s looking for any chance to cast doubt on what I’ve said. To see if I’m lying.
“She’s not coherent,” he says and I exhale in frustration. I begged her this morning, telling her if she wanted to say something, to just cry instead. It’s better for her to appear unstable than to give them an alternative version of the story.
It’s not lost on me that if she slips up, if she goes weak, I’m fucked.
They’ll know I lied and charges will be pressed; I’ll be disbarred. It’ll be the end for me.
“She wasn’t coherent when I found her either,” I tell Skov again. Two hours in and I’m only repeating myself now.
I can take it all day long. I don’t know that the same can be said about my mother, though.
Glimpses of her disheveled state flicker in front of me and I pick under my nails rather than look back at the man I’m certain doesn’t believe me. He knew my father and by association, my mother and me and my sister. Only by name, though.
“Is this a normal reaction for her?” he asks and I glare up at him.
“A normal reaction to finding her husband dead? My father,” I say but my voice breaks and I force my eyes closed. “I’m sorry,” I whisper and with both elbows on the table I hang my head in my hands. “I just … I’m sorry,” I say, apologizing again.
“For what?” he asks and if I wasn’t truly destroyed from everything that’s happened, I would smile at his idiocy. My story is ironclad. It’s all up to my mother.
“For my shortness,” I tell him and take in a steadying breath. “I’m usually more … Talkative and approachable and … I’m usually better.” My voice cracks again as I speak and I shake my head. “I just don’t understand or believe it. He can’t be dead.”
Believe your lies and everyone else will too. I’ll never forget that phrase from Criminal Investigations 450 written on the chalkboard in a room full of expectant, soon-to-be lawyers. So long as they passed the bar.
“I should have …” I let the statement trail off and close my eyes. My mind drifts, wandering back to the front door of the home I grew up in. My throat’s tight as I remember opening it, the creak and the ominous silence that greeted me.
“It was supposed to be a girls’ night,” I say and my words are etched in agony as I stare up at the detective and let the pain of it all be revealed in the statement. “That’s what we should be doing right now. We should be out having fun while my father attends a conference.”
“As far as you know, there isn’t anyone who would want your father dead.”
Just as I’m about to respond by bringing up his cases from years ago or disgruntled former business partners, the door opens and Skov’s partner, Gallinger, comes in. The two are complete opposites. The clean-shaven, pristine cop is at complete odds with Skov’s disheveled state.
Even his polite smile and nod, plus the way he whispers to Skov, appear to be in direct conflict with the man’s appearance.
“How are you, Delilah?” Gallinger asks me, pulling out a chair and sitting across from me.

“IT FEELS like everything is coming apart,” I say, making the admission because it does. And it adds to the testimony.
“You have to know how this looks,” Gallinger says while gesturing with his hand, sympathy in his gaze. Skov turns, still standing and paces behind him.
“I do. Trust me, I do,” I tell him and my heart beats harder, wondering what change brought him in. Did my mother say anything? Please, God, please, I will do anything.
“We found a note at the crime scene, did my partner tell you that?”
A flicker of hope lights with me like the small flame of an ancient furnace. “He didn’t, no.”
I was beginning to think Marcus never left it. Or it simply wasn’t found.
The small slip of paper flitters across the table and I make great effort to only touch the plastic edges of the evidence bag it resides inside.

BAD MEN DIE.

I DON’T HAVE the ability to read past the first line. My breath is stolen from me as my blood runs cold.
It’s Marcus’s handwriting.
He didn’t try to hide it. He’s pinning it on himself.
“We’re running forensics,” Gallinger starts to say but my head spins and a ringing in my ears drowns out his voice.
I can’t breathe. I can’t focus as the man speaks. Leaning forward slightly, I manage to control my breaths. In and out, in and out.
“Are you—”
I cut off his question, but I can’t complete the statement as I say, “I recognize …”
My throat is tight. With my eyes closed, all I can see are the glimpses of last night.
“Recognize what?”
He had to have known I would recognize it from the cases. Analysis will point them there. To my cases. The unsolved ones that the fucking reporter brought up only a month ago.
“I got my father killed,” I blurt out and I don’t know why it sounds so truthful to my ears.

MY HANDS SHAKE at the thought of this all leading to me. Shoving them in my lap, I try to decipher Marcus’s intent. Why lead them to himself? To cases I’ve worked on? Other than to keep me as a suspect or involved in some way.
“This is bad. I need …”
I can’t think straight as my head swarms with the onslaught of coincidence.

 
	I come into town.
	The handwriting of the note matches my cold cases.
	I kept my mother from coming in, who now isn’t speaking.


THE HEAT that runs along my skin is fire, but still I feel cold as ice.
“You can tell me whatever it is you need,” Gallinger presses and I don’t fail to notice that Skov has stopped pacing, watching me intently.
“I need Cody Walsh,” I tell him and focus once again on breathing in and out. My palms press against the metal table just to feel something in this moment. “When you run forensics, you’ll find they match cold cases. They’re our cases from years ago. We suspected a serial killer named Marcus.”
“You think he killed your father?”
“Or he’s framing me.” I whisper the fear at the same time a realization comes over me.
“According to the mortician, he was dead hours before you arrived,” Skov says, piping up. “Gallinger filled me in a moment ago. If someone’s trying to frame you—”
Gallinger cuts off Skov, saying, “Which is why it doesn’t make sense that the killer waited hours after the murder before fleeing the scene when your mother says she found your father.” He’s quick to find a hole in the story.
I’m silent, processing the evidence they have.
The logical side of my brain pieces together my own defense first. Footage from the gas station, the toll pass stations on the highway … there’s enough to keep me away from the time of death.
A sense of calm comes over me, but only for a moment.
“My mother isn’t a killer. This signature—” I start to say, but stop myself. The expectant gazes of two men searching for more stare back at me.
All I have to do is be quiet. There isn’t enough evidence to convict my mother or me but there’s also evidence to the contrary. Evidence that points to a killer.
But there’s one little statement I want to deliberately let slip. “You think he was going to kill my mother too? He was waiting for her and then I arrived? Or was he going to kill me?”
I’ve never been the best actress. I can put on a show for a courtroom, but tears? Real tears? Those are hard to come by under normal circumstances, let alone this.
“If he took off when you showed up …”
In this moment, though, it’s easy to cry, mourning for my father and also shedding tears of relief for my mother. “I saved her from being killed?” I let the question fall in between us, my voice full of hope as I stare wide eyed across the table at the man who knows damn well I didn’t do it. I’d bet my last dollar he’s eager to get a taste of the cold cases instead of pinning my father’s murder on a woman he’s known for years.
With a tap on the steel table, the one detective leaves and then the other follows.
They make me wait for at least forty minutes; the only noise to keep me company is the click of the heater turning on and then back off.
All the while I pray my mother doesn’t say anything. Not a word.
She promised. I told her this morning, it was all she needed to do to keep us safe.
With the fears of the unknown by my side, I startle when the metal door opens again. Raking his hand through his unruly hair, Skov tells me I can go. And that he’s sorry for my loss.
It dawns on me that he’s said it more than three times now and I wonder how close he was with my father. Not enough to ask, though. Not enough to create more dialogue than needed.
“My mother?” I ask him. “Is she okay?” The thudding in my chest is heavy and refuses to go unnoticed. I only hope I can silence it.
“She needs help,” he says and his thick brow furrows.
“Is my sister here? She’s waiting for her? I’m sure you know she’s a—”
“Yes, we’re aware and your sister is on her way.” Skov’s lips part to say something else, his hands on his hips and I can imagine the accusations. That I shouldn’t have kept my mother away last night. That I should have known she needed help.
That I’m part of the problem.
The corners of my lips are weighted down like the lead in my chest keeping me where I am until he repeats that I’m free to go.
“Thank you.” My whisper grants me a nod from the man and I mentally prepare to see my sister.
Remorse isn’t the word I’m feeling. It’s so much more than that.
I know what she walked into alone, dreading what she’d find.
People move about me in blurs of blue and white. The phone at the front desk never stops ringing. Somehow I manage to continue moving along, taking one step after another.
I speak at the appropriate times, thanking someone at the desk as I wait in the lobby.
Through the windows of the front doors, the parking lot is clearly in view. Several cop cars are lined up in front with an assortment of random cars on the left.
I can just imagine how the red and blue lights would have hit the house late last night. How they would have shined bright against the brick. All the while, my sister was alone.
The doors open and the freezing cold air blows in. There’s not a soul here I recognize.
I busy myself checking my phone. Texts from my sister, asking where I am and then others … all that would prove my sister didn’t know where I was or why my mother and myself weren’t there.
Texts from Cody. He was worried. It’s only then that I realize he would have gotten the news that my father was shot dead and my mother and I were missing.
The streams of texts and messages flood my soul with guilt.
What the hell is wrong with me?
There aren’t enough apologies in the world, but it’s what I start with: I’m so sorry. I’m okay, I swear, just shaken up.
It’s not a lie but it feels like it is. I don’t know what I’ll tell him when I see him. That’s the worst part.
As I’m holding my phone, a new text comes in. This time from Marcus.

I WANT you to meet me at an old barn.
The red barn on Cannon Road.

I RESPOND:
I know it. Why there?

MY FATHER USED to meet his friends there to work on tractors and other machinery. It was a hobby of his. I don’t have time to mourn the memories because two things happen at once.
My sister cries out, a purse dangling from the crook of her arm and her coat hanging from her shoulder as she runs toward me.
“Baby,” my mother calls out behind me and the two pass just to my left, hugging each other with tears streaking down their faces. I stand there alone, feeling my phone go off. Glancing down, I see it’s both Marcus and Cody.
I can’t even begin to think of a response to Cody. I’m depleted and I have a pile of lies to explain to him, none of which I want to … and a million apologies on top of that. I don’t know what to say to him and that’s become a staple in our relationship.
Again the doors open and all that hugs me in this moment is the chill of the autumn wind.
“Cady cat,” I say and I don’t know why the weakly spoken nickname comes out like that. I haven’t called her that in years.
Slowly, her grip loosens on my mother and she peers at me, the kohl liner around her eyes making them look even larger than they are. She readjusts her black wool coat before pulling me into a firm hug.
My grip on her is tighter than I consciously allow. I can’t let her go even if I wanted to.
“It’s going to be okay,” she tells me, but I’m not sure I believe it.





MARCUS
Nineteen years ago

He looks just like the rest of them. There’s nothing at all distinctive about his features. Maybe the reddened cheeks would set him apart if it were any other day. But with the festival, all the adults with beers in oversized plastic cups have red cheeks.
He smiles too, just like them. His isn’t as white and polished, though. Years of smoking took its toll. Maybe his skin is slightly more yellow too, although it’s hard to tell from this far back.
Slipping my hands into my jean pockets, I keep my distance, slipping down the cracked sidewalk between rows of people cheering on the green floats. My shoulder brushes against the brick wall and occasionally there’s a bump from someone stepping back or trying to get around the crowd.
“Hey, watch it.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, kid.”
“Where’s your mom?”
I ignore them all, keep my head down and smile. I’ve found if I just point ahead and keep walking, no one stops me. They don’t bother to get a response before turning their back to me and carrying on.
It’s warmer down here than it is at the barn. It took me three days to get here although it’s only hours if you take the highway. I learned that from my last hitchhike.
From the barn and my safe place, all the way to a different small town I grew up in, is only three hours away. Three long hours down the highway carved into the mountains.
The next float strolls by and this time the man stops. He shouts something, cupping his hands around his mouth to call out across the street. His smile broadens and the cheers get louder as the music does. Everything is so damn loud, but it’s silent just the same.
It doesn’t matter; it doesn’t mean anything.
For Harold it’s just another reason to drink and then get in his car.
I wish I could steal his car from him when I’m done. That’s a regret I have. But my teacher, the monster he is, would never do such a thing. He doesn’t take trophies. That’s a rule.
Even if I could steal the car and take it from him, it’s not like I could drive it.
So for now, sneaking onto trains and in the back of trucks to get back home will have to do. But I’d be damned if I didn’t admit the trunk would be a good place to sleep at night. A closed-off, locked space … I can only imagine.
A cool breeze blows by and I instinctively look for the stairways down to the stores. They block the wind too and when the stores are closed, bundling up in the corner and hiding behind a trash bag works quite well. They can’t see me. So long as they can’t see me, then everything is all right.
“You okay?” a woman asks as she stumbles into me, her sharp red nails digging into my shoulder as she braces herself against me. I get the idea that her instinct was to keep me upright, but she staggers in her high heels.
Her lashes are dark and long and there are little diamonds at the corner of her eyes. “Little dude, you shouldn’t be out here all alone,” she tells me and looks past me.
She seems like one of the good ones. One of the ones who need protecting. She’s so much taller than me. Pretty bird. That’s what the man would call her. But only once he was done with her.
“You lost?” she asks when I don’t answer. I smile up at her, shaking my head and tell her I’m just going home. She smiles back. “Be careful, cutie.”
The short interaction almost makes me lose him. I can’t lose sight of him. Not today. Today is the day it has to happen. A numbness pricks along my skin as I follow Harold around the corner, quickening my steps and slipping through the crowd.
Harold disappears into a liquor store, one he’s been in a number of times. I bide my time, finding a rock and carving something into the concrete. It won’t last, just like the promise I make with the stone won’t either.
Kids play with rocks outside of stores. No one looks twice.
With the parade, the noise and the crowds to slip back into, the timing is perfect for my first.
And Harold has to be the first.
Harold has a habit. It’s a bad one that he’s yet to learn from. He drinks, then gets into his ’86 Ford and drives home. His brother, a senator, got him off this last time. The charges suddenly disappeared, as did his sobriety test results. The scandal was all over the news. And even though there isn’t a damn thing distinctive about Harold, I knew him. I recognized him.
Because he’s the man who took my parents away. He caused the accident; he set all of this into motion. He should be my first.
The moment I saw his picture in the crinkled newspaper that reeked of the coffee it was stained with, it all made sense.
It was meant to be this way.
He took my parents, and that led to everything. He started it all and who I was before will end with him. Only then can I truly be Marcus.
The bad guys always lose and he is a bad guy. Even if he smiles. Even if his brother is a senator. Even if tonight he decided to walk instead of getting into his car. His victims don’t get to decide anything anymore.
If he hadn’t done it again, if it hadn’t been in the papers I scavenged while rummaging in the dumpsters that lined the alley hours away from here, it never would have occurred to me. I wouldn’t have chosen him. But he did do it again and they let him go. They gave him another chance, but that’s not fair when the man he killed didn’t get another chance.
Harold is a bad man and his time is up.
A numbness pricks down my arm, my fingers twitching for the cheap blade I found last week. The very day my plan came together. It’s funny how things all align when you have a plan. How the pieces fall into place and it’s so much easier to sleep, to move forward.
His death is my purpose.
As we round the corner of the liquor store, the parade falls behind us. With a bottle wrapped in a brown paper bag, it seems he’s given up on the beer and moved on to something harder. I’ve watched Harold for nearly a week and his routine is simple. He leaves his home around noon. He wears jeans stained with old paint. He goes to the bar down Fifth Street and when they kick him out, he goes to the liquor store he just came out of.
Then he goes back down to Fifth but he takes the alley. It’s so he can piss on the wall or the cars in the parking lot behind the bar. He’s only done it twice, but his rough laugh that echoes late at night indicates he truly enjoys it. It’s just as much a part of his nightcap as the bottle of gin he’s got gripped in his right hand.

I’M grateful he’s gone down this way tonight. I don’t know why he’s already headed down the back path, given that he wasn’t even at the bar for long today and left to see the parade. Old habits die hard, I suppose.
Back here it’s quieter, but the music still filters through. I keep to the left, next to the trash cans and look down at the old stone that’s unrepaired and the rubble of concrete that was used to fill the gaps years ago.
My heart races, moving so much faster than my footsteps in the worn sneakers that don’t quite fit. Everything feels hot, even though I’m aware I’ll be freezing tonight, wherever I lie down to rest. The blood rushes in my ears so loud I can barely hear him.
His jacket rustles when I tap his shoulder. I have to look up to do it, my neck craning because he’s a larger man, rotund from drinking and not doing a damn thing else. When he turns I’m quick to hit him in his groin, catching him off guard to steal his wallet.
Chase me down the alley, my inner voice prays. My sneakers squeak as I run farther to the left, farther away from the couple kissing past the dumpsters at the start of the busy street.
So we can be alone.
“Little shit.” His groan fills the smaller space, the alley that leads down to an old row of homes built for the steel mill. You can barely fit a bike through this alley. I remember when my brother did it, though.
With everything raging inside of me, I don’t count on the tears or how my gaze becomes glossy at the memory.
Cody had me on the back of his bike, and he was able to ride down an alley just like this one. I remember how scared I was that he was going to hit the wall or that his handlebars would catch the side of a brick. I shouldn’t be thinking of him right now. I lose myself, my focus, I lose everything remembering how I held on so tight to him. Stopping in my tracks, right in the middle, the man curses behind me and grabs my shoulder.
I don’t even recall my hand wrapping around the blade, but when I strike him in the gut, once then twice, that’s when I realize what I’ve done and that I’m still here. I’m not back with Cody, holding on to a small bag of candy.
I’m not there at all. I’m holding a bloody blade and looking up at a man who fails to say anything.
Harold looks older than the picture in the paper when I look up. His skin is a little more yellow too, and more wrinkled than the paper. The shock in his gaze was also absent then.
I hesitate for only a moment when his wide eyes look down at me. He stumbles back just slightly and I stand facing him in the narrow alley, his wallet in one hand and the blade in the other.
My heart is still racing, but he’s more disoriented than I am. And I’m the one with the plan. He swallows thickly before calling out for help.
The man’s on his ass, scooting backward. He’s trying to get away, but what’s done is done. There’s sorrow and sympathy, but it’s odd how it comes, how it’s because it’s like Cody’s watching me. He wouldn’t want this, but Cody’s not here and he’ll never know.
Everything speeds up then. I only hesitate because he’s watching me. The moment Harold turns his head to look behind him, maybe to cry out for help again, I strike. Eating up the short distance between us with long strides and slicing his throat.
Once, twice, and a third time.
It gushes at first, hot and bubbly. It’s different than what I’ve seen in the barn.
He clutches at his throat, trying to speak.
I don’t tell him why. I wonder if when we die, we can still ponder things. I hope not. I want the things I think about to rest once I’m gone.
I watch him, and make sure he’s gone. It doesn’t take long. It’s so much faster and simpler than I thought it would be.
A breeze goes through the alley and my face is cold. Streaks of what feels like ice make me shiver involuntarily until I brush away the tears. They’re unexpected.
I clean off the knife on his shirt before dropping it down a sewer. The last act that involves Harold has to do with his wallet. I collect the cash and pocket it. Only forty-three dollars. Then I drop the wallet down the grates along the street too.
The white noise fades fast and I can hear the parade again, like nothing happened. Picking up a stick, I trail it along the mortar between the bricks of the building. Because that’s what kids do, they like sticks and rocks and keeping to themselves.
I keep walking and I don’t look back. Instead I think about Cody and how that was the only time we rode down that alley. How when we went down it, I couldn’t wait to try on my own. I was going to have my own bike soon and I was going to do it too.
I don’t hear anyone scream like I thought I would. Watching the parade from the end of the street where it’s taped off I wait, but no one ever screams.
The sirens come and no one wants to part to let them through.
It’s for the better outcome.
It’s for all the pretty little birds.





DELILAH
I was never adventurous. I didn’t want to go play outside. My father locked the door once after telling my sister and me to go on the front porch. He yelled through the closed door to go play and turned his back to us.
I suppose telling us we couldn’t stay inside all day during summer got old, so he resorted to kicking us out. When the streetlights came on and dinner was on the table, we were finally allowed back in. But kids were supposed to be outside playing when the sun was out. Luckily, I almost always had a book to keep me occupied.
Inhaling the fresh smell of the forests to the left and the hints of hay from the field to the right, I don’t know why I didn’t play out here more. It’s peaceful.
The field didn’t scare me like it did my sister. She said she could get lost in the long rows of corn and that freaked her out.
She hated it out here. I remember her, so much taller than me, with her arms crossed over her chest in her favorite blue jean jacket. She’d rather lose at hide-and-seek than take one step into that cornfield. I don’t know why it spooked her like it did, but I love it out here.
The red barn always looked beat down to me back then and the years haven’t been kind to it now.
I wonder what Marcus knows. There’s no such thing as coincidence when it comes to him. There’s a reason he brought me back here to the place I know my father used to hide away in.
When my mother and he were fighting, he’d always take off to help Mr. Dave fix up the old machines. There’s more than a time or two I can recall Mom hunched over the sink, gripping the counter and pretending not to cry when I stepped into the kitchen after hearing the argument from upstairs.
She’d wipe away the tears with her back to me, and dry her hands on the flannel towel that hung from the cabinet below.
“Clean yourself up. It’s almost time for breakfast.” It wasn’t always breakfast she’d say; the meals were interchangeable and all corresponded to the time of day.
I can picture it so clearly, the same tearstained cheeks she had only yesterday with her hair up in a silk wrap and not a dress to be seen for days.
When they fought, the kitchen was her safe place. This barn was his.
“What does it mean to you?” Marcus’s voice calls out and it scares me, causing me to stagger a step back. He’s in jeans and a hoodie, maybe ten feet away under the shade of an old pine tree. Leaning against it, with his hands in his pockets, he looks relaxed which is at odds with everything I know about him.
“What does what mean? What does what mean to me?” I have to speak up a little louder than comfortable for him to hear me. The gray clouds part in the muted sky and as Marcus makes his way to me, I see his face easily enough.
Sucking in a breath, I turn to stare at the barn, pretending I didn’t just see his features plain as day.
“Don’t tell anyone you saw me,” he commands although it sounds like a question. His charming smirk looks far too boyish on him. Maybe it’s the pale blue eyes and faint wrinkles around them that give him his boy-next-door appeal. His dirty blond hair tousled by the wind makes him appear all soft, but his jaw is hard and his features severe the moment he tilts his head. “You understand that, don’t you?”
More than anything, he looks just like Cody.
“You’re his brother … you’re Chris—”
“Don’t,” he says, cutting me off and I silence myself, chewing on the inside of my cheek. My pulse races and my heart hammers. They found dental records. The world thought him dead. My mind filters through the tragic tale. If he’s Christopher, Cody’s brother …
“I can see the wheels turning,” Marcus says, coming up beside me. I stay facing the barn, wrapping my arms around myself as the wind blows.
“Is that right?” I ask him, peeking up but quickly looking away. He’s leaner than Cody; I can’t help but to compare every bit of him to his brother.
“Don’t think about it.”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Everything eludes you today …” Marcus says and disappointment is evident in his tone.
“What did you mean by your question?” I ask him. He stands beside me, his arm almost touching mine. He’s taller than me but on the hill like we are, he’s even taller and he practically towers over me.
Power radiates from him. Even the air seems to bend around him.
“This barn. What does it mean to you?” he asks and I shrug.
“It’s an old place and … I used to come out here sometimes, but not a lot.” I almost bring up my father, but I choke on his name.
“If they knocked it down, tore it to pieces?”
“It wouldn’t matter to me,” I tell him, and peek up questioningly. “Why would you think it would?”
“What about your family home? If they took it apart brick by brick?”
“You could take it … I’d still be okay.” My mind spins with questions, wondering why he thought this barn would mean anything at all compared to my family house. Is it because of my father?
“Is there no place you thought of as home?” he asks me genuinely and when he does, his arm brushes against mine, offering the barest of warmth.
“That tree over there,” I say, motioning toward an old oak tree near the center of the field. “That’s the wishing tree.”
“It grants wishes?” His smirk is heard just as it is easily seen. It warms me, though, something deep down I can’t explain.
“When we were kids, some boy on the bus said you had to run through the field late at night and climb it to wish on the stars or else your wishes wouldn’t come true.”
“I never heard that one,” Marcus says and my heart flickers.
“I think in most towns it’s wishing on shooting stars.” I turn away from him and stare at the auburn leaves, mixed with hues of gold as I add, “But here we had that tree.”
“So if it were to be chopped down?” Marcus asks.
“I’d be all right. None of this …” I almost tell him it’s not the place, it’s the people. But I bite my tongue at the thought that he’d threaten to take them away.
“You’d break. At some point, we all break.”
“I feel like I already have and it has nothing to do with where I grew up.” I don’t hide my vulnerability.
“It has everything to do with that, and trust me Delilah, you are far from broken yet.”
There’s an eerie air that surrounds us, almost feeling like a push and a pull at the same time. A warning and a promise.
“Is that why you wanted to meet?” I ask him. After last night, I don’t know what to think.
“To ask you what a barn means to you?” he says and huffs a humorless laugh. “No, that’s not why.”
He doesn’t offer any explanation and the wind blows gently between us. Moving the hair out of my face, I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.
“Thank you for the note.” Marcus is silent, staring off at the old tree. A crease is in the center of his forehead.
“It’s your handwriting,” I say, prompting him to say more.
“I’m aware.”
“Well … how?” I can’t get the question out; it feels very much like I’m stepping over his boundaries.
“That’s not something for you to worry your pretty little head about.” The mannerism in which he speaks sounds so much like Cody too. I haven’t noticed it until now, maybe because he’s never been this casual before. Or maybe it’s because I can see his lips now. The same lips I’ve kissed.
“You and Cody?” I can’t help myself as my heart breaks, splitting down the center. “Does he know?”
“I don’t want him here.” He clears his throat, hardening his voice and that depth of darkness comes back to his cadence as he adds, “I mean, I don’t want to speak about him. Not here.”
“I’m sorry I brought it up.” A hint of fear simmers in my blood.
“I thought maybe it would help me, to see you here.”
“Help with what?” I dare to ask.
I don’t know why, but there’s a deep-seated pain that rests in his gaze. I wish I could stop it, erase it from all existence. It doesn’t belong there.
In a single blink it’s gone, replaced by a narrow gaze and a teasing smirk. The air shimmers and I nearly second-guess what I saw. “There’s no one here …” His voice is deep and seems to rumble from his chest. “I could do anything I want to you.”
I know only days ago, the statement would elicit more fear than anything else. As he looks down at me, like a hunter at his prey, there isn’t anything I feel other than want.
He makes me want more than I ever thought possible. It’s all the teasing. It has to be the way he plays with me.
As if that is something that should turn me on. I’m a foolish girl and so very aware of it when I ask him, “And what is it that you want to do to me?”
Thump, thump, the thrumming in my veins provides such little heat compared to what I know he could give me. “It’s more …” he starts but then huffs a laugh and asks a question instead. “Would you kiss me still?”
“What?” Nothing he says tonight makes any sense. Not with what I currently know.
“Now that you don’t need me?”
Is that what caused the pain in his gaze? He’s truly mad.
“Do you want to kiss me?” he asks bluntly as I stand there, feeling as if I’m nothing beneath him and wondering how he could see me as anything at all.
“Yes.” I answer without thinking.
“How badly?”
My heart beats madly as I see the desperation in his cold eyes. On tiptoes, I kiss him. No thought at all, just a desire, a wish come true that didn’t take crossing a barren field and climbing up an old tree. A real kiss between a man and a woman. It’s tender, but quickly deepens. His hand splays against my back and braces me there.
Ever so slowly, I reach up, my hand resting on his collarbone and the other sneaking up.
It’s over far too quickly at the sound of tires in the distance, just beyond the tree line where the backroad is and where my car is parked.
The gentle moment vanishes, and without a goodbye, Marcus leaves, stalking toward the barn. I’d follow, but my name is carried with the wind.
“Delilah,” Cody’s voice calls out followed by the sound of a car door shutting.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
   
I’M sure he can tell something’s off—I can see it in the way he strides to me, at first deliberate and then slowed. My breathing is erratic and my mind races not knowing how to pick up the pieces of where I left off with Cody Walsh.
So much has happened since I met him in a darling coffee shop with a soft goodbye kiss. Too much to explain and far too complicated.
“Delilah,” he says and relief is evident in my name on his lips.
“Cody …I …” I struggle to put anything into words, pulling at my sleeve and meeting him halfway to where he is. The barn is at my right, the field at my back and in front of me, is a man who stares down with both worry and devotion.
“How did you know to find me here?” I ask rather than digging deep. I’ve just kissed his brother, a man who helped me help my mother get away with murder.
The confessions threaten to tumble out and smother me even in the fresh air.
“Your cell phone,” Cody says and his expression wrinkles with questions of his own.
“Right, right,” I say, turning away from him as the clouds return and the gray sky morphs to dark shades of blue in the skyline. It’s darker sooner this time of year.
There’s never been a time in my life where I caught sight of Cody and felt what I feel now. This feeling like I should be running and hiding from him is completely alien but still it seems like the right thing to do. The dread that seeps into my blood, weighing everything down like lead, keeps me planted right where I am.
“I’m sorry I didn’t call and I didn’t answer …” I push out the apology, needing it to be heard in its sincerity. “You didn’t deserve to worry.”
“Don’t be. I know why …” He’s calm, far too calm. As if he knows. My heart hammers and I wonder what all he’s gathered.

THERE’S A SILENCE BETWEEN US, and an uncomfortable prick at the back of my neck. I’m certain that somewhere, Marcus watches.
I want to tell him. When Cody looks at me like he is, with his hands slipping into his jean pockets, his Henley blowing slightly in the wind but still firm on his broad shoulders, I want to wrap my fingers in the light gray fabric and pull him closer. I want to confide in my friend and be held by my lover.
I don’t deserve an ounce of that want. I’ve ruined it; I’ve sacrificed us … even if he doesn’t know.
“I’m sorry about your father,” he finally speaks. Glancing behind him, for only a moment, I see my father standing there at the entrance to the barn, locking it and telling me this is no place for kids. To go away unless I want to work.
His voice is so clear in my memory. My eyes prick and that could be the wind, it could be the unforgiving breeze. But my throat getting tight isn’t from the weather.
“Thank you,” I say in a nearly inaudible whisper. “You followed me here to give me your condolences?”
“Don’t do that,” he says, scolding my sarcasm, but it’s not in a superior way. There’s only pain that lays in his words.
“I just … I’m not well right now,” I say, giving him the honest answer. I don’t want Marcus watching us. Not when Cody doesn’t know it. Not when I just kissed him. “I’m not doing well.”
“We need to talk about this.”
“We don’t, though,” I say and shake my head in denial.
“They brought me on the case.” His tone is firm when he answers.
And for a moment I pause.
“The case? My father’s murder?” That’s what he wants to talk about … not us? I deserve the pain that grips me and tears me into two. “I don’t want to talk about this right now …”
“We can’t wait on this, Delilah.” Cody doesn’t let up and I know just looking at him that he’s not going to let me walk away and hide. He’s not going to back off, not a single step. It’s an indescribable pain, knowing that there is no way to go back and how badly I’ve hurt him and ruined us.
I don’t want him to know. If I could keep it from him and let him down easy, it would be best, wouldn’t it?
“There are questions …” he continues and I have to close my eyes, taking in a steadying breath. With everything between us, the tension, the disappointment … the last thing I want to think about is my father’s death. A snide voice hisses, it’s murder in the back of my mind. Your father’s murder, not death.
“Can we talk about it another time?” I ask although I don’t wait for a response and turn away from him, wanting to get to my car. With the sun hidden behind the clouds, the autumn turned brutal without any warning.
Cody’s quick to grab my wrist. It’s not so much that it hurts or that it jostles me. The firm grasp only keeps me from moving away, but it’s the desperation in his touch that has my eyes pinned to his and my breath stolen.
My heart races.
“I fucked up, Delilah,” he says just beneath his breath. His ever-confident tone is shaken and his gaze falls before mine. Glancing behind me, an act that sends a chill down my spine, knowing that Marcus could be and probably is watching.
My shoulders shudder with the cold breeze as I wrench my hand away, although my flats are firmly planted where they stand.
“I know he spoke to you,” Cody whispers even though, to his knowledge, there’s no one here to eavesdrop. The breeze blows through the tree leaves and another chill runs through me.
Ever the gentleman, Cody removes his jacket, but he doesn’t lay it across my shoulders. Instead he offers it as if he’s not sure that I’ll take it.
In a formfitting Henley, snug on his shoulders, he looks back at me with a softness in his blue eyes. “Please, even if you’re angry.” My pulse weakens watching him struggle in front of me. His eyes are rimmed with red and the chill has bitten his cheeks, turning them a pink hue to match the tip of his nose.
Reaching out to grab it, I take a half step closer to him and slip his jacket around my shoulders, even if it is far too oversized for me. The warmth is immediate, blanketing me as if it’s safe now. As If nothing can hurt me beneath the shield of this man.
With his hands in his jean pockets, Cody says, “I know he spoke to you and I’ve lied. I’ve kept things from you.”
The world blurs behind him.
“There are so many reasons I can’t—I couldn’t.” He’s quick to correct himself but that mistake forces him to heave in a flustered breath.
“Just tell me the truth,” I plead with him.
“That’s what I want to do, Delilah.” His eyes hold nothing but sincerity. “I want to tell you everything.”





MARCUS
Twelve years ago

Some things never change. Like the streetlamp on Parkway Avenue coming on before the rest of the lights in the vicinity. Or the bench outside of the hardware store being fully occupied with high school kids. The roll of wheels from skateboards and the chatter bring back memories.
Back then, they were the big kids. Now I’m around their age, maybe older.
The keys clang in my hand as I twirl them around my fingers. The small shop area used to be bustling this late at night. I noticed the new mall down the highway coming in and wondered if it would affect the stores here.
Maybe some things do change.
I don’t even know what I’m doing here.
Things are tedious upstate and I may have been a little reckless. While the heat dies down, it’s best to get away. I could have gone anywhere, though. Nothing explains why I ended up here in the town I grew up in.
With a few hundred dollars in my pocket, and a car to stay in, I could go just about anywhere. So long as I don’t get caught, I’m golden. The fake license, the fake storylines—it’s all worked out well for me these last two years. It’s easy to make necessary acquaintances when you know people. And more importantly, when they know your name.
It’s best they don’t see my face, though, or ever meet me in person. I’m far too young. I’ve had to kill too many men already for their arrogance and laughter when they see me. I can’t risk a damaged reputation because some old fuck doesn’t know what’s good for him.
Like I said, it’s tedious. And I needed to get away for a while.
The jingling stops, the clatter of skateboards hitting the sidewalk and the rev of engines at the streetlight behind me turning to white noise. None of it makes any noise at all when I stare straight ahead. Because I see them. Cody’s still living with my uncle. A smirk kicks my lips up as I think, I might be as tall as him now.
They walk side by side, Cody right at Uncle Myron’s height. Although it’s obvious he’s younger. He should be headed to college. I saw online and on social media. He got into a few good schools but he hasn’t decided yet where he wants to go.
He’s got a girlfriend too and a job at my uncle’s friend’s construction site.
He wants to be a cop, though. My brother … a cop.
Shaking my head, I wave off the woman who stopped to ask if I’m all right. “Fine,” I answer her and her brow wrinkles. Before I can head out, following down the path Cody and Uncle Myron just took, she asks me, “Are you a Walsh?”
I’ve practiced my expressions a million times. It’s a way to keep people from knowing what you’re thinking. Or vice versa to control a situation. Still, I feel my own expression fall.
Just like how the feeling of dread drops into the pit of my stomach.
I don’t recognize her. Not in the least. The tight white curls that stop above her shoulders may have been dark brown locks long ago. I don’t know who she is, but with that questioning look in her eyes, I can see that she remembers me.
“No ma’am,” I say, putting on a slight Southern accent. “Have a good evening.”
With the dull thud in my chest and the numbing tingling on my skin, I head off with my hands in my pockets and search out my brother. I only look back once and the woman’s still standing there, a bag in one hand and a cane in the other. People move on, people stop talking, and people get forgotten.
Maybe it’s selfish for me not to want to forget Cody, when I’m doing everything I can for everyone to forget who I used to be.
He has everything going for him. I’ve kept an eye out for years. It helps me sleep at night to just check in.
He doesn’t need someone like me. He’s going to be a cop, for fuck’s sake. Melancholy drifts into the darkness of my mind when I turn the corner and no one’s there. Hell, maybe one day he’ll arrest me.
I wonder if he’d know it’s me. I don’t see how he would. I’m dead and long gone and he’s the man everyone thought he’d become.
“Hey kid,” I say, tilting my chin up at one of the smaller kids a good bit away from the others. In his striped shirt and baggy black pants with more pockets than anyone would know what to do with, he’s trying to do some trick on a skateboard that looks far too big for him. “Want to earn a dollar?”
“Yeah,” he says with his eyes wide.
“Would you go in there and get me a bag of jerky?” I ask him, digging out five dollars and handing it over.
“You just want me to buy you jerky?” he says, hesitantly staring at the money I’m holding out for him to take.
“It only costs a few bucks, bet it’ll be a bit more than a dollar left over.” His hazel eyes peer up at me and then shine with delight when I add, “And it’s all yours.”
“You got it, mister,” he says, picking up the skateboard at the same time as he snatches the five.
It would be easy to just buy the damn thing myself, but this is how you meet people. It’s how you build trust. And no one suspects kids. They don’t know what’s going on. They don’t talk to people and if they do, they aren’t taken seriously.
Maybe I shouldn’t set myself up here, not when some woman I don’t even know recognizes me.
I’m just … checking in and then I’ll be gone.
Back to the barn where I belong.





CODY
Nine years ago

This town is haunted. Or there’s someone following me. There isn’t any other explanation for it.
At first I thought it was nerves from starting this job. Working murder cases and being called out to dead body after dead body would take a toll mentally on anyone.
But I keep seeing him. I swear I see the same man over and over again.
I swallow thickly, the folded note tucked safely in my hand as I sit at the busy bar. I used to think I saw him back home too. Every so often, a block or two behind me. More than once I’ve chased after a figure that ran when I called out his name.
The grief counselors said it was in my head. But to follow me here?
I’m either haunted by him, or he’s here.
“Another?” the waitress asks and I nod my head, adding a yes, please. The first four beers should be enough. I’m already hearing his voice again and remembering the last time I said goodbye. It wasn’t good enough.
The regret is what I need to let go of. That’s what the therapist said, but if I let go of it, then I let go of him.
I could feel myself on the edge of crying. It wasn’t fair he was going to live with our aunt and I was going to our Uncle Myron’s. The lawyers didn’t want us split up, but the judge said it was for the best. We were to stay with family and that meant we were going separate ways.
So when Christopher hugged me and he started crying like I wanted to, I had to be strong. Dad would have wanted me to. I made it quick and then I ripped him off of me, telling him I’d see him soon and to act right.
I’ve carried that guilt and regret with me for as long as I can remember. As I sit here in the bar, it overwhelms everything and that should be my cue to stop drinking, but the beers come easy and the memories … I don’t want to let go of them.
“A love letter?” the waitress jokes, nodding her head at the note in my hand as the beer hits the bar top. I only huff a laugh and she gets the hint, taking off before I feel obligated to say anything more.
A small boy’s laughter resonates in the back of my mind, complete with a picture of my little brother smiling as he makes fun of me: a love letter.
He wouldn’t be a child any longer, though. And whoever wrote this, isn’t my brother. The second part of that statement is the one I’m hung up on.

I WAS a little messy with this one but you’ll help me, won’t you?
I’ve done what I can to help you and I know you want to help me too.
Now’s your chance. I’ve been looking forward to this. For so long. I miss you.

HE DIDN’T SIGN A NAME. The note is written in blue ink and the handwritten font itself is unique. All the letter As are written two different ways. When I looked it up in the system, searching for a match so I could come up with a suspect list, I was shocked at the number of hits it got.
All over the tristate area and for all sorts of crime. From petty theft five years ago, to money laundering cases that led to murder and a wanted serial killer in this part of Pennsylvania. There was even a hit from an apology note dating back almost a decade ago. A brick was thrown into a small sandwich shop and food stolen. The apology note is what tipped me off. Christopher used to say sorry that way. I know it was wrong and I’ll make it right.
He always said that right after he said he was sorry. Always. The deep-down gut feeling just won’t let that go. The detectives working the case left a synopsis that sends a chill down my spine.
They suspected a young boy at first, or a very uneducated adult because of the grammar and spelling. As the crimes increased in intensity and number, they were able to narrow down the criminal profile. It was textbook how the crimes progressed.
Now he’s a serial killer. And a shadow who’s followed me for years.
The beer slips from my hand, luckily landing with a clank and then bottoming out on the tabletop. With a glance over my right shoulder, then the left, I pull my shit together.
My brother would have been that old then. My brother would fit a description of a young white male in his early twenties.
   
“I DIDN’T TELL ANYONE,” I say then clear my throat, sitting at the very end of a bar in Delilah’s hometown. “I was just starting, only a month in. And I thought …” I pause to take in a deep breath, inhaling the scent of pale ales and IPAs from the draft the bartender pours. The mug is tilted and the foam spills over to the sound of another classic rock song coming on.
“At first I thought I … I didn’t know what to think. It was a hunch and I thought maybe I just wanted him to be alive, you know?” The men in the back make a ruckus when someone hits the dartboard. We’re surrounded by clatter and barflies, but I’ve never felt more alone.
Until Delilah leans forward, her hands wrapped around an untouched glass of white wine. She peeks up at me and then scoots closer, her right side brushing up against mine.
“You wanted him to be alive.”
“It was more than that … the way he said things … they were different for me than they were for the other notes and they hit on memories.
“It was like he wanted me to know, but he never outright said it.
“I thought it was all in my head … that the suspect was a surrogate or worse, was playing me.”
“I was there,” Delilah whispers, his gaze turning to the sweet liquid in the wineglass. She runs her finger around the rim of it. “You never told me.”
“I didn’t tell anyone,” I say and my excuse sounds just like what it is. An excuse. Her small hand is gentle as she rests it on my thigh and rubs back and forth in a soothing motion. Her lips part but she doesn’t say anything. Neither of us does for a moment until she takes a sip of wine and then leans closer to me.
“You were hurting, you were scared and didn’t know who you could trust or if what you were doing was the right thing.” She adds to my excuses, my reasoning for going along with it back then.
“Maybe it worked like that at first. But then … he’d … he’d set people up to go down and give me leads on them.”
“You worked together?” she asks and I nod. The truth is begging to be spoken aloud finally. All those cold cases. All those men who disappeared. I knew it was coming. I knew Marcus wanted to interfere and I let it happen.
Instead of bringing any of that to light, I lift my beer to my lips and take a swig.
“I should have told you.” I nod my head, agreeing with myself. “We were partners.”
“I could have told our superiors. It sounds crazy, Cody. You sound crazy even now when … when I believe you,” Delilah says and glances at her wine, then back at me. Her plump lips are a dark shade of red that complements her warm umber skin.
It hurts to watch her, knowing she’s conflicted and that she’s hiding from me. She doesn’t know I know. I can see how much it kills her. Every time she slips beside me, letting her gentle soul be seen, she pulls back, stares at her wine and the sadness overwhelms her.
It’s not fair to her that it happened this way.
“I was afraid to trust him at first …” I trail off, remembering the instincts pulling me in all directions. She’s got to be going through the same. I can be there for her, though.
An older man rises beside us, making his way to the back probably to relieve himself. With him gone, there’s no one surrounding us. The place is only half-full and most of the people are at the other end of the bar where the flat screens are playing football.
“I know … I know he kissed you.” I let the confession slip out without looking back at her. Even though I can feel her gaze pierce into me, begging me to look back at her, I continue, wanting to get it all out so we can start over. So we can start fresh now with no secrets or lies between us. “I know he traded … he plays games …” I suspected something was up when I started to receive fewer texts from him, but the ones from two days ago when she never texted and her father was found dead spelled out everything.
He was with her, protecting her and he didn’t want me to worry.
It’s like stepping into an ice bath remembering the message he sent. If I hadn’t been stopped at that red light, I swear to God I would have crashed.
“That’s why you backed away from me?” I ask her, finally taking a peek down at Delilah and finding those big brown eyes staring up at me. They’re bathed in insecurity and begging for forgiveness.
Her lips are parted and her breathing is staggered.
“It’s because he stepped in, not because of something I did?” Even as I speak the last part, I know that’s not all true. It’s because he told her first. I should have told her. The moment I wanted her in my bed every night. The moment he came into my place and scared her. I should have told her everything.
“Cody,” she whispers, emotion drenching my name.
“I can deal with that. As long as you still want me,” I admit to her and feel the ache of needing her, truly and deeply needing her to forgive me and care for me again. I waited so long to make a move and it’s because of my brother. The way he spoke about her … I thought he wanted her and if I kissed her …
I thought he’d moved on and I thought wrong.
“Cody. I did more than kiss him,” she says. Her confession is spoken in a tight voice and the nervous exhale that follows adds to her uneasy posture. She won’t even look at me, staring across the bar at an empty seat instead.
He did more than kiss her? The betrayal and jealousy are felt instantly, deep and primal. Licking my bottom lip, I stare straight ahead and attempt to take another swig of beer, but I can’t. I’d rather throw it at the back wall. Every muscle coils inside of me.
If he thinks I’ll let him use her like he used me, he’s dead fucking wrong. Brother or not, I’ll kill him for bringing her into this. He said he was protecting her. That doesn’t mean fucking her.
After a moment, I swallow thickly, take a drink and tell her, although I still stare at the back wall as I do, “If I had told you … you wouldn’t have.”
“You don’t know that and this isn’t your fault. I made that decision.”
She doesn’t know who she’s dealing with. She doesn’t know the lengths that Marcus is willing to go to. Every warning screams at the back of my throat, yet there’s only ringing in my ears when I peer down at her.
“If you want me to go, I won’t. I’m not going to just let you go either,” I finally tell her and her reaction at my admission is everything. From the soft inhale and slight lean forward, to the way her hands seem to inch across her lap to get closer to me. I haven’t lost her yet.
“I won’t lose you,” I tell her and I promise myself. My pulse picks up and the heat between us is coming back. “I don’t know what would happen to me if I did.”





DELILAH
C adence’s place is small, but plenty big enough for the three of us. She’s got a corner lot for her condo and Mom’s been on the porch outside almost all day. I keep checking on her and so does Cadence.
Clicking send on the email, my stomach sinks and the sip of coffee doesn’t help the sickness that’s settled there. Claire’s agreed to let me stay here rather than come in for an immediate evaluation as the board demanded. I’m on leave and they can’t mandate that I be brought in on a whim when I haven’t been formally charged with anything.
I have two weeks and then I need to follow procedures. Starting with a psych evaluation.
Even Aaron, the secretary, sent an email asking if I was all right. I’m more than certain the office, and probably the whole courthouse, is buzzing with gossip of my father’s death and my possible involvement given the note that was left.
Miller and Judge Malden also sent their condolences via flowers to the office. Aaron provided me with pictures. The prick that travels along my arms as I close my laptop on the kitchen counter accompanies the questions. So many questions but the main one being, do they suspect I was involved?
Sometimes we let our minds get away from us, and I remind myself of that. There’s no way they suspect me. My mother, though? It’s almost always the partner when a husband or wife is murdered. Almost always.
“I swear, it never stops.” My sister’s already speaking, her voice coming into the kitchen before she’s even down the stairs. Her heels click as she rounds the banister. “I’ll only be gone for an hour, though,” she tells me even though she’s staring into her purse, digging for her keys most likely. She adds, “tops,” and like I suspected, her keys dangle from her hands.
Her hair is perfection, with thick natural curls that shine down to her shoulder blades. A black pencil skirt and a cream blouse are classically professional, yet on her body they could look scandalous.
“They really called you in two days after?” I ask her and she lets out a sigh of frustration before slinging the black leather hobo bag onto her shoulder.
“It’s not them, it’s my patients.”
Guilt rides down on me. “I’m the workaholic, not you. Maybe you would say I’m projecting because work is what I wish I were doing.”
“No,” she says and then leans forward, giving me a kiss on the cheek with both of her hands gripping my forearms. She leans back, still holding on to me as she adds, “I’d say you don’t want to be left alone with Mom.” Her diagnosis sinks that knife a little deeper. “And I don’t blame you.”
“Go analyze someone else’s psyche,” I say, batting her hands away, once again opening my laptop and taking a seat on one of only two barstools lined up at the end of her counter.
“Just … one hour,” Cadence says and I wave her off, not bothering to look up and give her more reassurance. It’s her house, her life. She’s right, I don’t want to be alone with my mother who looks like a shell of herself and is constantly crying or staring off at nothing. But I deserve just that.
The clicking of her heels is steady and determined, followed by the front door opening and closing. I can even hear her car turn on and then drive off. All the while I stare over my left shoulder, past the small living room with only a single sofa and one reading chair tucked into the corner. I have a direct line of sight out the glass doors to the patio and seated there, with the same mug she’s had for hours, is my mother. The wicker furniture is comfortable enough, but I know the thin blanket my sister gave her can’t be giving her much comfort since it lays on her lap and doesn’t even cover her upper half.
Her nightgown is thin and she’s got to be freezing, but the last three times we asked her to come in, she only shook her head and began crying again.
“I loved him. I loved him so much,” she whispered the last time I went out there.
I wanted to talk to her, to try and process everything that’s happened between the two of us, but she merely stared ahead blindly with a sad smile on her face, telling me she was counting all of her mistakes. She said she’ll be out there for a while and not to mind her. With a small pat on my hand she looked me in the eye and added a please and another apology.
I debate on the likelihood that she’ll come in if I go out there and ask her to again. It’s slim to none, but I have to check on her.
Cadence still doesn’t know it all. A single whispered conversation confirmed that our mother killed our father. My sister left, locked herself in the bathroom and then asked me for time. That was last night and this morning she’s avoided any real conversation. We need to all sit down. The three of us know a secret no one else can ever know.
First, I need my mom to tell me what she’s willing to let my sister know. It’s obvious Cadence blames herself for something that she said triggered our mother. At least that’s what she believes.
Whatever happens and whatever’s spoken between us, I want the three of us to know we still have each other. Given the current state of each of us individually … I don’t know how to make that happen.
All I know is that the police suspect someone else and have evidence that leads to that person.
You need to believe someone else did it. It’s so much easier when someone else did it.
The consequences of delivering what feels like justice come with some sense of relief. A drunken attorney once told me that. I didn’t think much of him back then, but oh how I wish those words were true right now and that I could, even for a split second, believe that someone other than my mother had done it. And that the police would find them, prosecute, and all would be right in the world. Save one more gravestone that shouldn’t exist.
The morbid thought is interrupted by the buzzing of my phone, vibrating against the granite countertop. If it was anyone else, I’d just watch it ring and not answer.
But it’s Cody. And after last night, the lone hour I gave him before coming back here to my sister’s, I can’t ignore him.
There’s so much I need to tell him still. So much I want him to tell me.
“Cody?” I answer, holding my phone to my ear. I don’t remember the last time I didn’t answer on speaker. But with my mother in view, I don’t want to risk her hearing any of this.
“How are you holding up?” His tone is caressing, and a bit of it soothes me, a bit reminds me that so much is hurting.
“Not the best, not the worst,” I tell him and stand up from the stool, leaning against the counter and stretching my back a bit. “Slept like shit and feel even shittier now.”
My voice is deadpan but when Cody huffs a gruff laugh, the semblance of a smile tilts up my lips for a moment.
“Did you talk to the DA?”
“Yeah, she said I need to come in for counseling when I get back.” I’m not given a chance to wonder how or why Cody would know that as I straighten. He doesn’t give me the chance to wonder.
“There are some concerning thoughts from the PD back home too.”
“Thoughts? Do they have a lead?” My pulse races and it hurts, physically, to feel it pounding in my chest.
“Can we talk about it in person?” Cody asks and I glance over my shoulder to watch my mother, thinking only of her being here and how that could be problematic with Cody coming over, but she’s gone.
“Hold on,” I say without thinking into the phone, pushing back the stool. The sound of the legs scraping is so loud Cody can probably hear it on the other end.
“You all right?” he asks but I’m too focused on the wicker chair and the puddle of blanket that blows slightly in the wind.
Where did she go? With my brow pinched I open the sliding glass door and call out, the phone pressed to my shoulder so Cody can’t hear. “Mom?” I look around, searching to the left and to the right, but she’s nowhere in sight.
“You okay?” Cody asks, calling out my name on the other end.
“I don’t know,” I tell him as I pick up my pace to go inside and call up the stairs for my mother.
It’s quiet. Too quiet and my damned heart starts racing again.
“What’s going on?” Cody asks at the same time I feel someone or something behind me.
When I turn, I fully expect it to be Marcus.
I don’t have enough time to tell Cody who it is as the scream is ripped out of my throat and a bag thrown over my head.
With the dizziness, the clatter of my phone hitting the floor and the wind knocked out of me, I swear I try, but then there’s another bash to my head.





MARCUS
There’s always a calm before the storm. Some may think there’s hope that it’s over when the gray skies clear and the harsh wind silences its angry cries. I’m more than aware that hope is nowhere in sight and that the quiet moment is for readying, for preparing for the violence that’s sure to come.
There’s a reason I paired them together years ago. They were the only two people outside of the chaos who needed to stay there, in the blur on the edge.
She’s only a little mouse, not even a pawn in the games. And yet … he couldn’t hold on to her; he couldn’t contain her. He couldn’t keep her safe in his small, insignificant world.
My brother failed me. It’s a betrayal of the worst kind. He’s too careless, blinded by her and that’s only going to cause more problems. I was too late, but he was supposed to be there with her. Cody was supposed to be watching her.
Without him, my pieces are limited and for the first time in years, I’m lacking. I’m behind. And it’s all his fault.
“Tell me the moment you find her.” My command is short, my tone even and just as placid as the autumn skies above me. The shades of red and orange bleed in my mind. Just as they did, one by one, massacred in the alley behind the abandoned warehouse, giving me every detail as I flayed the flesh from them. I had enough of them, watching the condo from their positions in windowless vans. So fucking obvious.
I slowly tortured one while the others watched.
Ask a simple question: What car did they leave in?
Get a simple answer: A black Mercedes SUV.
And ended his suffering with a gunshot to the back of his head.
Cody should be grateful for the use of the gun. It would have been better for me, for my sanity rather, to be a bit more harsh. But evidence will be on his side.
“Of course. Is there anything else?” The man I’ve hired who’s on the other end of the line is a specialist of sorts. He acquires things … certain precious things.
I swallow thickly, breathing in deep to stay levelheaded. Is there anything else other than her?
Time changes so much. There’s always been more, far more important things than the little mouse who set me on this course. But now?
How could there possibly be anything other than her?
A stirring in my gut travels up my throat at the thought of her no longer existing. At the vision of her laying in a pool of her own blood like I’ve seen so many times with people in their last moments.
A strangled muffle echoes from the small closet. A quick glance proves the blood has leaked through the gauze once again. The bastard bit off his tongue and tried to swallow it.
An honest effort at suicide if ever I saw one.
I couldn’t kill all of them. After all, someone had to talk. And he will, with two hands that work just fine.
“Did you have something to say now?” I ask him, not bothering to hide my face. He will die the slowest and most painful death I can conjure for the last words he spoke to me:

YOU’RE NO GHOST. You’re no grim reaper.
You’re just a man about to have his heart ripped out.

ANY OF THE myriad enemies I have could be behind this. But there’s only one I can tie each of these pricks to. Only one who would go after her entire family.

THERE’S a reason she’s supposed to be mine.
Everyone will pay.
This world will burn if they hurt her.





CODY
“Tell me again what happened,” Skov asks me. Again. The fucker doesn’t know when to give up.
“They were already dead,” I tell him. My tone is menacing and I pray to God for more control than I currently have while staring at the half-wit across the steel table from me. Every so often his left eye twitches. The dumb fuck can’t control himself or his nerves.
“You’re wasting time looking in the wrong direction and meanwhile, she’s gone!”
“This isn’t the first time she’s been hiding out—”
Rage is unbecoming.  Marcus told me that once. He cautioned me to contain it, but the worst bits of it boil over as I listen to this incapable fool imply that Delilah, my Delilah, left of her own free will.
“She was taken.” The back of my teeth grind all while the words spill out. “Someone went to her sister’s home, and took her.”
“And the men there when we arrived? Did someone else kill them too?
“You just happened to be at the scene, your girlfriend missing, men dead on site …” The dumb fuck who has it all wrong leans forward on the steel table, inching his face closer to mine.
The skin around my knuckles is tight as I clench my fist with the unbearable need to slam it into his smirk as he adds, “And you just happened to arrive after everything went down.”
“There would be evidence,” I grit out, although my vision blurs and I swear I see red. “Gunshot residue on my hands, perhaps, if I’d fired a fucking gun!” The words claw up my throat, each one raising the intensity as I stare him down. I stand up straight, throwing the metal chair back and listening to it clang as I scream at him. “Do your fucking job!”
The snide look on his face vanishes, fear flashing in his gaze as he backs away slowly. My shoulders hunch, my breathing coming and going as if I’ve just chased down the man responsible for all of this. Everything is tight and suffocating.
“I think it’s best you calm down, Special Agent Walsh.”
The statement isn’t uttered with contempt, not with anything other than innate concern as he takes another step back.
Everything is so hot; I’m nothing but a caged animal in here. “I need to help find her.” I barely get out the words before inhaling deep and slow. My head spins. “This can’t be happening.”
Where the fuck was he? Marcus killed them, but what about the woman he claims to love so much. Where the hell was he when she needed him?
With both hands behind my head, I turn my back to the interrogator. “I don’t have time for this. I didn’t do it and she’s out there.” The statement is simple and accurate.
“You just happened to get there … and Miss Jones? She was already gone?” He repeats the same question but without the doubt and thinly veiled sarcasm. As if he’s only double-checking facts.
Lowering my arms and picking up the chair, I tell him, “We were on the phone.” The metal legs scratch against the floor as I put the chair back into place and take a seat. “She screamed, the phone dropped and I heard her screaming and then muffled and then …”
Fuck, my hands tremble and I can’t even look him in the eyes.
“A man’s voice said something and then the line went out. I was close, but not close enough. The first thing I did was call in the disturbance.”
Lie. The first thing I did was message Marcus. They have my phone. They’ll have the number. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!
He got there first and left a fucking mess for me to walk in on with cops trailing behind me.
“And when you got there, the suspects were exactly as they were when we found them?”
I can only nod. Nothing else is able to come out.
“It’s one hell of a coincidence …” Skov states, taking the seat across from me, leaning back casually.
“I’m aware,” I say.
“You know we have to go through it all. Everything that was on you, your office, your records.”
The filing cabinet flashes in front of my eyes. I nod then tell him, “I understand, but put men out there. Don’t waste time.” I plead with him instead of giving any thought to what’s inside that filing cabinet in my office.
Please, for the love of God, don’t look in the cabinet. It’s locked. There’s no reason to. Not unless they wanted to pin this on me. Not unless they tie the phone number I messaged to any other crimes.
Fuck, fuck. Doubt surrounds me and it’s then that the interrogation door opens.
The other officer who took me in, I forget his name, strides in with heavy footsteps. His thin lips are pressed in a tight line and he flashes me a narrowed, untrusting gaze.
“I’m only going to ask you this once, and I expect full disclosure and honesty.” The severity in his tone sends a prick of warning down my spine. “You only have one chance to keep your job, Special Agent Walsh. If there’s even a possibility of that. How is the wanted criminal who goes by Marcus involved in all this? I want to know everything you know about him.”





AND I LOVE YOU THE MOST





To my readers who wonder,

“What happened to you that you write like this?”

I found others like me, and that was enough.



“It is sometimes an appropriate response to reality to go insane.” ―Philip K. Dick





PROLOGUE
Run. Just run.
The trees over the fence are brutal as their bark scratches down my right forearm. Branches whip at my face and I nearly impale myself on the spiked iron rail at the top of the fence before releasing it and dropping down. The hot blood smeared across my skin is more than enough evidence that damage has been done, but I don’t even flinch. Dried leaves lash out at me as I scramble through the brush, the twigs littering the ground crunching beneath my feet as I fall.
Oof. Biting down on my lip I silence the cry that threatens to be ripped from me on impact. With a racing heart and tears pricking at my eyes, I force myself to move. I can’t look back and I can’t stop.
Everything’s on fire, every weak muscle inside of me screaming with agonizing pain. I imagine this is what it’s like to die, and that very thought keeps me moving.
Run. Just run.
The cries from the new boy are still vivid in my mind. It was only moments ago and I swear they still echo in my ears. His shrill scream rings clearly in my head, tainted by my heavy breathing as I draw in a lungful of air that’s far too cold.
He won’t last. They’ll be back.
He should have run like me. The thought stays trapped at the back of my clogged throat as my bare feet almost slip on the damp grass before crossing onto the hard mud along the brick wall of some apartment building. I unlocked it. I tried to grab him but he only cried, whimpering on the floor and refusing to move.
My heart races as I glance one way and then the other.
For the first time since I swung the shovel, I stop. I stop for only a second, and his cries mix with another small boy’s wail.
Marcus. The burn of tears is unmistakable now as they streak down my face. His voice haunts me still. The way he cried but tried not to … I’ll never forget it. I may be a child, but if I live through this, I know I’ll never forget. Some memories are stained into who you are. The core of your soul is forever changed as a result.
My head is swarming with horrid memories and amid the nightmares is his smile, his consoling smile that everything would be all right. The images don’t line up with the reality. His whispers that everything’s going to be okay clash with the screams that prove it’s not.
It’s not all right. And it’s because of me.
From somewhere deep within the weak voice whispers to run, but my small hand clings to the worn brick on the edge of the building I’m tucked behind. As if holding on to it will keep me from being seen. The tight grip doesn’t allow me to escape. For a moment, I consider turning back and yelling at the boy I left behind. The door was unlocked and open. If he’s still there …
They’ll kill him too. They’ll do so much worse than that.
A staggered breath doesn’t fulfill any need for oxygen. The memories suffocate me, knowing what they’ll do if he doesn’t run like I did. I can’t move an inch in the freezing cold. The wind howls as I stare down a row of houses lining the quiet street.
In my mind, we were so far away from anyone who could help. But as I steady my breath, I see nothing but houses. I can’t remember if we screamed for help, but I know we screamed in pain. If only I’d screamed louder. My chest is hollow and my head dizzy.
They were so close. So many people. Several cars are parked along the street.
One is missing a tire, and as I stare at it, my gaze is caught by two men perched on a stoop.
Like me, their hoodies practically swallow their lanky bodies, but the two men are tall and older. Just as I see them, they notice me. “Hey kid!” one calls out. He’s got an unkempt beard streaked with enough white that I can see it from here, and a questioning gaze in his eyes.
Frozen and paralyzed, I don’t speak until both of them stand. My mind struggles with the fact they’re just on the other side of the street. They were so close. How could they have been so close?
“Are you all right?” The second man yells out the question before elbowing the other, and both of them start down the steps.
They’re coming for me, but I don’t know them. More importantly, they may have known. They could be lookouts for all I know.
“Kid, you okay? You need help?” they question, jogging across the street and heading right for me.
Some form of an answer begs to escape, but I can’t respond. All I can think is that maybe they did hear, maybe they knew. Maybe they’re going to send me back.
I can’t think, I can’t answer, I can’t do anything but run.
I need to speak first, though. Just in case they’re truly unaware, they need to know about the other boy, but the words don’t come. How can I speak the truth when it kills me even to think of what happened?
I think of Marcus and what he’d say. He’d be brave enough.
My jaw is sore when I yell out, “The yellow house! They’re in the yellow house on the corner!”
It’s enough, just run!
The voice isn’t my own and I take off as the two older men, only feet away, exchange puzzled glances. The alleyway is narrow, far too narrow for them to follow me, but I dart through the darkness, my bare feet stumbling over broken bottles, trash and muck. I would run through the fires of hell to get away, to be far away from all this.
I can’t bear the thought of being back there and telling them what happened.
Telling them what I did and what happened because of it.
Run. Just run.

I RUN AS FAR as I can. I run to what I thought was his home. I was wrong.
I was wrong about entirely too much.





CODY
“ You’ve got to be fucking shitting me,” Skov hisses, slapping the papers off the steel table.
“That’s what the lieutenant said.” From where I sit in the steel chair, the shrug of Detective Gallinger’s shoulders appears nonchalant. I know better.
I watch the two men argue in hushed tones, one standing in the hallway leading to the interrogation room and the former barely a foot inside. His white-knuckled grip on the door and bitter inflection have me on edge. Even if they’re being forced to release me, Skov could pull some shit and keep me here. Trapped in this room, I’m useless. With every second that ticks by, all I can do is hope the door will burst open and someone will announce they’ve found Delilah. Half the time I imagine it, there’s a sense of relief that follows. The other half of the time I’ve stared at the clock as these two cops drone on has led to me imagining they’ve found her lifeless body. All the while I did nothing to save her, because of them. My gaze narrows as I stare at the back of Skov’s wrinkled button-down.
“It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet.” The statement comes out with a guttural groan from Detective Skov. He’s a fucking idiot and so is his partner, Detective Gallinger, if either of them think I’m going to fall for this good cop, bad cop shtick. I’m an FBI agent, for fuck’s sake.
There’s only one piece of this act that’s based on reality: Detective Skov wants me to go down for all of it. For every whisper of Marcus there’s ever been. He’s decided I am Marcus. That I created him and I’ve been the one responsible for the deeds attributed to Marcus. That part isn’t entirely untrue. I’m responsible for more than anyone could possibly know. Even if they managed to find any evidence and could put the pieces together, there’s so much that’s gone unwritten. So many moments where I played a part in pawns being moved across the chessboard. The weight of that blame would have buried me alive over the past few hours if not for my constant monitoring of the clock while the names of men who could have possibly taken Delilah continued to pile up.
Skov’s got a hunch I’m behind it all. He’s made that more than clear. Even worse, he thinks Delilah’s involved with Marcus’s crimes. The dull pain in my chest aches from rage every time he speaks her name. He should be searching every inch of Cadence’s place with a fine-tooth comb. Looking for any evidence in the woods behind her apartment complex. Checking for any signs of a struggle from her mother who was also taken.
Anything at all other than wasting his time interrogating me and throwing out every accusation he can. If anything happens to Delilah, I’ll murder them myself. All of them. The men who took her and the detectives who kept me in this cage so I couldn’t go after her.
Picking at the dry skin on my knuckles, the two go back and forth over whether or not I should be released. Whether or not they can hold me against the lieutenant’s orders. Whether or not the case is about to “break wide open.”
As if I can’t hear them over the groan of the ancient heater tucked into the drop ceiling above.
All the while, my frustration and anger simmers. I’ve sat here far too long, answering questions from men who know far too little. The weight of my sins pressing against my chest is heavy as I breathe in as deeply as I can, yet what’s happened still feels suffocating.
They took her. My trembling hands find their way back onto the steel table, the metal feeling like ice against my heated flesh. My throat is raw and hoarse from screaming at the men who appear hell-bent on ending my career. Hours of fighting them, and for what? For nothing. Time is slipping away and I can do nothing to save her while I’m trapped here.
They have the wrong man, the wrong theory … and all I can do is bite my tongue and pray to both God and the devil that Marcus already has her. I hope he tracked down the men who dared to take her and skinned them alive. With the back of my teeth grinding against one another, I silently wish he saves one of them for me. There’s a bit of comfort in the thought that she’s with him, safe and unharmed. More than a bit. I’d sell my soul for that to be reality.
The interrogation room door creaks as it opens further, allowing light from the hallway to drift into the dimly lit room. The fluorescent light above me hums and flickers, and it’s then I realize how tired and dry my eyes are.
The temperature in the room is cranked up too high, uncomfortably so. After being awake for nearly twenty hours with no rest, I know their intention was to exhaust me and keep pushing until I crack and give them what they’re looking for—answers about Marcus. My eyes are dry, itching and burning. Adrenaline, however, still pumps in my veins, so much so the very thought of sleep is nauseating.
“I’m going after your badge.” Detective Skov’s voice is barely heard as the details of what happened before my arrest play back in my mind. The phone call when everything was all right and then her chilling scream before the clatter of the phone dropping. The line went dead after that. She was there, then she was gone.
The detective continues even in my silence. As I rise, the legs of the chair scrape against the floor carelessly. “That reporter was onto something,” he starts, and I vaguely recall Jill Brown and her accusations. “And I don’t care if I spend the rest of my career getting to the bottom of it.”
“Can I go?”
Skov’s dark gaze narrows with his jaw clenched tight. It’s Gallinger who answers, “Yes.”
Thud, thud, thud, my heart races, the adrenaline in my veins somehow increasing and forcing an anxiousness to overwhelm me. I need to find her.
“There’s not enough evidence.” Gallinger continues to talk although I’m barely listening as I gather my coat and walk out. His black boot finds the painted cream brick of the wall behind him as he leans against it. “If you have any intel,” he says, raising his voice so I can hear more easily, as if I haven’t been listening all the while like they intended, “you’ll fill us in, won’t you?” His thick eyebrows lift in question.
“I don’t trust you, I don’t like you, and I’m going to destroy you,” the detective I’ve left behind mutters beneath his breath, but it’s loud enough to be heard.
“Fuck both of you.” My response is as dull as the fucks I give when it comes to these two. The glares from each of them burn into my skin as I walk as casually as I can down the hallway.
“This way, Agent—”
“I know where to go,” I say, brushing aside the officer in charge of escorting me to the front to collect my belongings.
“This is the last time I let you walk out of here,” the prick of a detective calls out after me. There’s an audience of sorts at the end of the hallway: three officers, one with a cuffed man who appears homeless sitting on the bench against the back wall, and the other two pushing papers around.
Blinking away the pain in my sore eyes, I barely read that it’s nine in the morning. Too many hours have already passed, and it’ll take another twenty minutes to fill out paperwork and get the hell out of here.
The process is painfully slow, and the entire time my conscience is plagued by sounds of that phone call. One minute she was there, the next she was gone.
   
THE BASTARDS TOOK THEIR TIME. An hour of waiting, followed by the thirty minutes it took to hail a cab and be taken back to my car. All the while my mind was screaming. They know the same as I do: the first seventy-two hours are crucial. And yet they chose to spend the better part of the first twenty-four hours interrogating me.
Anger consumes me as I face the cold hard truth: either they don’t believe she was taken, or they think I’ve murdered her.
There is no other explanation.
Glancing in the rearview mirror, the sight of my reddened gaze brings my fatigue front and center. I rub my eyes with the heel of my palms to no avail. I can’t blink away the last day and a half, let alone the last two decades.
It’s all my fault. With every slow blink, I picture Delilah and all the times we had where nothing else mattered. It all melted away when I was with her. She was an escape and I lost myself in her company. I think about the last time we were together, imagining the sight of her pouty lips with her top teeth digging into her bottom lip as she moaned. The feel of her silky ebony hair as her neck arched in ecstasy, allowing the stray strands to brush against my bare skin. With a deep inhale I let the memories take me away. Even something as simple as the smell of her caramel skin allowed me to slip away from the chaos and into her bed.
The honk of cars behind me is the only reason I come back to reality, forced to stare back at a now green light. Forced to move forward, but having no fucking clue where to go.
I need Marcus. For the first time in my life, I truly need him. This isn’t a vendetta or vigilante mission. This isn’t searching out justice when the system failed.
This is so much more. This is righting my wrong and saving an innocent before it’s too late. I shouldn’t have touched her and brought her into this. I should have known better.
The busy street blurs as I glance between my phone and the rearview again. My brow pinches and, shortly after, a prickling sensation travels from the base of my skull all the way down my spine.
A white sedan has trailed two cars behind me for miles now, even though the two vehicles between us have changed periodically. Whoever it is has kept their distance but followed ever since I left the station. I’m sure of it.
The clicks of my blinker resound like a ticking clock. Although I’m not certain what will greet me when the pendulum stops.
The car follows, not bothering to wait for more than ten seconds. It’s definitely a tail. My right hand forms a fist, one that pounds once on the leather wheel in frustration. It’s the fucking detectives. As if the situation couldn’t get any worse. I can’t make out the driver, but my gut tells me it’s more than likely Skov.
Pressing the pedal down, I don’t waste a moment, cutting off the car next to me and veering right across two lanes. The exit isn’t for another two miles. I only take my eyes off the road, the speedometer revving, to ensure the white car gives chase. Recklessly it does and the driver, wearing large sunglasses that cover most of his face, nearly crashes into a minivan that can’t slow fast enough to accommodate. With the act comes a screech of tires. More horns blare. I’m sure he’s aware his cover is blown, and he barely manages to squeeze into the rightmost lane.
I use the loss of momentum due to traffic and cut my wheel hard to the left, where the exit is only a block away. My phone on the passenger seat smashes into the dashboard, while whatever’s behind me slams against the back of my seat.
Adrenaline pumps hard, so hard my throat feels tight with the pressure of my racing pulse. All I can hear is the blood rushing in my ears.
The driver of the black coupe I cut off lays on his horn and slams on his brakes, which gives me plenty of room to make it to the exit as I leave the tail behind, still caught between cars a lane over.
Rounding the bend of the exit, it takes longer than it should for the panic to subside. My eyes track every car that surrounds me on the interstate from the rearview.
It’s only once I’m sure I’ve lost him that I start to doubt who was behind the wheel.
It could be the cops. Or it could be someone helping whoever took Delilah. Fear and anger swirl into a deadly concoction in the pit of my stomach.
Even minutes later, the dominant feeling that remains is still dread.
Twisting my sweaty palms around the steering wheel, I readjust my grip when I’m certain there’s no one else following me.
Guilt and shame are next to greet me, slipping in as the trepidation wanes.
Marcus’s words resonate in the darkness of my mind: It’s my fault.
They took her when it was my watch. I should have been there. I shouldn’t have given her space. I was supposed to protect her.
If I could go back, I never would have returned her kiss. I never would have given into temptation. I’ve been in too deep with Marcus for far too long to think it wasn’t going to catch up with me. There’s not a doubt in my mind that this is all related to someone I fucked over.
Not knowing who’s following me, I come to the conclusion that I need to be careful with every step. I can’t leave a trail for anyone to follow. I need to call Marcus, but certainly not with my cell which still lays on the floor of the passenger seat. My head shakes as I see the screen split in two with a jagged crack down the center.
It takes twenty minutes, heading in the opposite direction of the hotel room I was staying at when Delilah was taken, to reach a pay phone in a corner lot of a strip mall.
I know the number to call by heart. Marcus had a habit of changing the numbers he used, but he always went back to the first one we ever spoke on. For the first year the only ways we communicated were through letters and notes left at crime scenes. The year after is when he called me for the first time and I finally heard his voice. It broke me to hear the voice of my brother, grown into a man and disguising it on the other end. That was the year I met Delilah too. I suppose she’s always been a part of it.
I stared at the phone, memorizing the number he called me from while his voice burned into my mind.
It killed me in my soul to know for certain what my brother had become. How could he have thought I wouldn’t recognize his voice? His mannerisms and the way he paused between words were identical to the voice of a gleeful child. It’s odd to realize how unique a person’s speech is. For years I listened to a saved voicemail that was only fifty-three seconds long. It was a birthday message and the only recording I had of my little brother. None of the fine details and idiosyncrasies in his voice escaped me over time.
I dial the number now, each press on the small metal keypad chilling my middle finger as I do.
It rings and rings, seemingly in slow motion. The cars pass, and in the distance someone calls out to another person ahead of them. All of the noises distort around me before fading to white noise, but the harsh ring of the phone not being picked up is what stays with me. The click of an unanswered call carries a sense of finality and foreboding.
With a trembling hand, I dial the number again. Marcus has used it dozens of times with me over the years. He used to go back and forth between this one and new numbers. I wrote each one down every time he called, searching for a pattern and some way to find him. He always went back to this phone number. It’s the only one he repeated.
Ring, ring, ring.
Nothing. Nothing at all.
I try again. And again there’s nothing.
With a sinking feeling in my gut, I swallow thickly and call once more.
With thick clouds gathering above me, the gray soon blocks out the sun and the sky is shattered as lightning strikes, preceding the rumble of thunder in the distance.
Again … nothing.
Staring at the pay phone, I hesitate to leave it. If I could leave a message, I would. A plea for him to tell me she’s all right. Even if he were to never let me see her again. Even if he never spoke to me again.
To simply know he has her would ease the sickening feeling that threatens to overwhelm me as I set the handset back where it belongs.
With my limbs heavy and the darkness coming, I head back to my car in time to hear my cell phone ring. Hope is an awful thing, and it’s shattered as quickly as it came. It’s only Evan, a member of my team.
Back when I had a team, that is. There’s no doubt I’ll be forced to take leave.
Another wave of guilt and shame makes my stomach drop as I realize that’s more than likely why he’s calling. He’s giving me a heads-up.
The phone continues to ring in my hand and I let it.
I can’t answer. What could I possibly say? What truth could I provide right now that wouldn’t morph into yet another lie?
Only a moment after the vibration stops does another come, indicating a voicemail.
I can barely stand to look at it. Evan has been my right-hand man and the closest partner I’ve had on the team for years. He was practically my mentor. I’ve killed for him and he’s done the same for me. Yet here I am, hiding and knowing damn well he’d never understand. There’s no justification for bringing Delilah into this shit. Let alone what I’ve done with Marcus. There’s no way to confide in him about Delilah without also confessing the truth about Marcus. The three of us are tied together, our histories unable to be separated.
Rolling down the window, the bitter wind strikes my face and I let it. The brutality is nothing compared to what I deserve. My only options are Marcus, who won’t answer the damn phone, or lying to my partner. My eyes creep open slowly, the tiredness intensified by the chill in the air, yet all of it muted as I realize I can lie so well. All I truly need to tell Evan is what I heard on the other end of the line when Delilah was taken. I don’t have to tell him everything. All I have to do is tell him I need help finding her.
If I had no other information, no other insight at all, what would I be able to tell him? What needs to be omitted?
The wheels turn and a sense of control takes over. For the first time since I’ve left that godforsaken interrogation room, a different sensation comes over me. Evan will believe me. He’ll help me even in the face of knowing it would need to be kept quiet. At the very least, I can use him to find out any information that would possibly lead me to Delilah.





DELILAH
I don’t know how long I’ve slept, but it must be twenty-four hours that have passed. At least a day, maybe two. The hopelessness is nothing compared to the terror every time I think I hear something. There’s some kind of piping above this room. The sound of water rushes in and out occasionally. The cracked cement floor of this ten-by-ten-foot cell reeks of urine and it’s stained with blood. The brick walls are old and crumbled in places where it appears that others have attempted to escape. Beneath one broken section, discolored with what I imagine is blood from the fingers of someone prying the stones apart with their bare hands, is yet another layer of brick.
Without a single window, I have no idea where I am or whether or not my screams can even be heard.
Pain strikes my body and spikes with every small movement, from my puffy and split lips that leave the tang of blood in my mouth every time I try to part it, to my ribs that I think are bruised or broken. If I breathe too deep … it’s excruciating to the point that my body doubles over. It only makes the agony even worse.
The voices of victims have stayed with me, haunting me in the quiet hours that have passed. Their recollections of the madness and panic when they were taken and held in various prisons play over and over again.
Women who confessed their testimonies to me in between sobs with tears streaking down their faces, clinging to the truth they thought they’d die in those cells, whisper their stories to me here. Just as I did in my bed on so many late nights when I heard what they’d gone through, I cry for them and pretend I’m not crying for myself as well.
I’ve barely slept. Given how dry and sore my eyes are, I doubt I’ve blinked more than physically necessary since I woke up last. All I can do is stare at the steel door, dinged and battered with rust covering its surface. Unlike me, it belongs in this place.
If I could bear to sit up, I’d test the hinges and attempt to pry one out … as if I could possibly budge the iron with just my hands
… I huff sarcastically at the thought, and the small movement causes me to wince with pain. As it is, I lie here on the cold hard ground, staring at the door and attempting to recollect what happened, trying to recall if there were any clues at all.
I have none, though. They were silent. They wore masks. Even when they stuck me in what I think was a van or a bus, something large enough for me to nearly stand in when I woke screaming, even then, they were silent. There was no radio, there was no indication of anything. With a bag over my head and my wrists bound as I was transported here, I have no evidence or inkling whatsoever of where I am.
Moreover, the list of those who’d want me dead or ransomed, or simply out of the picture has grown in my mind.
Men I’ve put in prison who may have been released.
Enemies of Special Agent Walsh … rivals of Marcus.
With the reports and articles released months ago that continued to spew lies about my intentions and abilities with the cold cases, even the mourning, innocent family and friends of victims may wish for my death if they believe Jill Brown and the accusations she threw at me.

WHEN MY MEMORY isn’t flooded with previous cases, and my mind isn’t examining lists and motives, my subconscious drifts to a more peaceful place. To hope that two men will find me. Marcus and Cody.
Picking at a broken nail, emotions swim up my throat and I force them down with a harsh swallow. My tired eyes drift shut and I see the two of them. A warmth covers my chilled skin and, for a moment, I’m blanketed by the familiar, unmistakable scent of a certain man. His breath on my neck, his lips teasing mine as he lays me down in bed. Marcus’s hand slips lower and he soothes the pain.
My eyes open slowly, the vision fading in front of me as I come to terms with reality.
Never once did I think of myself as a princess locked in a tower and waiting on her prince when I was younger. Never did I play the part of damsel in distress. This isn’t a fairytale; my princes lie and cheat and kill. They hide in dark corners and play vicious games with violent men.
Sniffling, I wonder, what’s the likelihood they’ll come save me? What information could possibly lead them here? Is there any indication of who took me?
Given the time that’s passed, my gut sinks and any sense of peace or hope is shattered. If they knew where I was, they would be here by now.
Assuming they had any intention of coming for me.
What keeps me from thinking the worst is that they’re out there, somewhere beyond the confines of this cell where evidence can be found. I’m stuck in here without a single clue.
If I could have given Cody information in that split second I turned around, it would have been that the man was at least six feet, and tanned skin peeked out from the gap between the sleeves of the black sweater and gloves he wore. Not an inch of his face was recognizable, but dark eyes stared back at me from the slit in his mask. His expression was angry and unforgiving.
The only saving grace I have is that my face was covered as well, my vision obscured the entire time. That is the only piece of this puzzle that offers me any hint of reprieve. They didn’t want me to see them, which means perhaps they’ll let me live.
Fate laughs a wretched sound at the thought. The one thread of hope is instantly stripped away from me when a man I recognize all too well appears in the place of the steel door. It opens with a slow creak and as I heave in the air, two men, masked just the same as the one who first struck me, stand behind him.
“Miss Jones.” Brass’s cadence is sickeningly sweet. He greets me as if we’re old friends. “It’s been too long, don’t you think?” He’s the shortest of the three and unarmed, although the two men behind him who are broader and more muscular, each hold a rifle in their hands.
Hired help? My mind whirls with connections and associates. But names mix together and cases bleed into one another as exhaustion and fear work against me.
“Miss Jones?” he repeats and I force my tired eyes up to meet his icy gaze. Herman and Reynolds. The two names linked to Brass ring clearly in my head, and faces are paired with photos of the criminals who got off. The three of them worked together, laundering money and diving into deeper, more sordid crimes. That’s what men do when they have wealth, they indulge in sin and those three together … bile threatens to climb up my throat. Herman’s dead now. I’m fairly sure Marcus killed him because of the threatening note left for me at my office door; everything is circumstantial, though. Herman did have a team who worked with Reynolds. And Reynolds certainly worked with Brass. Does this all have to do with the note? Or with Herman’s murder?
Brass’s teeth are far too perfect, too even and white as he flashes me a crooked grin, the left side of his smile higher than the right. He huffs a laugh and half-heartedly looks behind him at the two men, who stay perfectly still and silent. I stare hard at the other two men, but I’m not certain one could be Reynolds. Perhaps these two are working for them, but their heights and silence don’t match what I know of Reynolds, or at least what I can remember.
Cases flutter in my mind as Brass stalks toward me. The men stay where they are, and the door remains open. I suppose they’re here for intimidation. Ross Brass always was a bit of a repulsive, slimy prick.
I’m not his usual victim. Brief images of the young girls he’s responsible for the deaths of send a chill down my spine. I’m too old for his liking. So this is all about revenge, or maybe it’s a threat.
Please, God, let this be a threat and only that.
“I said, hasn’t it been too long?” Impatience lingers in his question.
“Not long enough,” I manage to answer, ignoring the vicious pain that radiates up my neck and travels down my shoulders as I raise my head to meet his gaze. My own is as hard and cold as ice.
The humor and obvious satisfaction that graced his expression a moment ago falters slightly at my response.
“I had a number of names on the list of vile criminals who could have taken me, but to be honest, you kidnapping me … murdering me … whatever this is,” I say, then half-heartedly attempt a nonchalant gesture. As I do, the back of my teeth slam shut and grind as I swallow down the nearly unbearable pain. I attempt a huff of laughter myself and add, “Well, I didn’t even think you cared that much.”
The anger that lights in the flecks of amber dotting his irises is exactly what I’m after. I need him off guard, I need him reckless so I can get any information at all from him. “What exactly is this?” I dare to question as his nostrils flare.
His posture stiffens as his hands slip into the pockets of his black suit pants. His white button-down is crisp, and his thin, black tie dangles in front of him as he paces along the wall opposite from me, seemingly checking every inch of my prison.
In some ways, his stature and clothing are out of place in this shithole. In other ways, though, a man like him belongs here. It’s like a piece of him feels right at home and there’s an air about him that confirms it.
“What is this?” he hisses, echoing my question and a chill runs down the length of my body when he smiles thinly and says, “It’s called revenge. We had a deal.”
“A deal?”
“Not with you,” he adds and the coldness penetrates my skin, seeping down deep. If it isn’t about me, then taking control of the situation is out of my reach.
“Then with who?” I manage to speak, although my question is shaky.
A snort of a laugh leaves him, and his right hand slips out of his pocket so he can run his thumb along the stubble covering his jaw. “I almost feel sorry for you.”
“Why on earth would anyone feel sorry for me?” I respond morosely but as I do, the pain gets the best of me and whatever false armor I wore cracks around me. Even worse, Brass sees it.
With his back to me, Brass doesn’t answer me as he signals for the two men to leave, but what he says next gives me one more piece of the puzzle before following behind them:
“He interfered and took what was rightfully mine, so I’m taking what’s his.”





CODY
A s I lean forward in the cheap chair planted in the corner, heat rolls down my shoulders. It’s an anxiousness that doesn’t quit and leads my foot to tap, tap, tap on the rug below. I’ve debated even being here in this hotel room. According to Evan, I’ve been told to go home and stay there. It’s an unofficial house arrest from my superiors.
That’s hours away from where Delilah was taken, though.
My home address is where the two detectives will go first if they find any evidence that can lead to yet another arrest. They’ve been informed of the decision to send me home and keep me off the case. Courtesy of Evan himself. With Skov hell-bent on pinning this all on me, I’m certain he’ll demand he be the one to take me in. It’ll give him some sick sense of satisfaction.
Clearing my throat, I force myself to lean back and then rub my sore eyes with the heel of my palms before checking my phone again. It’s habitual. Between the articles I’ve flicked through on my laptop and the texts on my phone, I’m going crazy from the waiting.
Evan still hasn’t messaged since he told me he was looking into a lead and to stay here. Delilah stayed here before. Not this room, but here in this hotel.
I have to force myself to stop thinking of her. I covered every inch of her sister’s place and left no stone unturned. I searched it up and down and found nothing.
Evan wouldn’t give me all the details over the phone, and at first it pissed me off. Now it’s left me with a churning feeling deep in the pit of my stomach. I’m not sure what he had a lead on or where it will take him, but he knows where I am. He knows, and now Marcus knows since I left him a message. Delilah’s sister knows too as I reached out to her, telling her I’m an investigator on her sister’s case, needing to get any information I could, but only reached a voicemail.
Every trail has led to a dead end.
What’s to come is uncertain, and without control and without allies … without knowing Delilah is still alive, it feels as if death has its grip on my shoulders. Holding me down and forcing me to watch as the devil strips everything from me, claiming his pay for my sins.
Knock, knock, knock.
The thuds on the door aren’t gentle or expected, and instinctively, my right hand jolts to my gun on the side table. Until I hear her voice.
“Special Agent Cody Walsh?” She knocks again. “Are you in there? Please! It’s about my sister.”
Delilah introduced me to her sister years ago, but it still takes me a moment to realize it’s her sister. The rhythm and subtle inflections in her tone mimic Delilah’s. The ache that travels through my chest is undeniable.
If only Delilah would knock on my door. If only it was all a misunderstanding.
I’m silent but swift as I rise, eager to find out if her sister knows anything at all. I’ve read through the reports a dozen times. She gave her statement and, in those lines, she didn’t know a damn thing that could help. If she does, she isn’t aware of it. The details she doesn’t think are important are the ones I’m after. The ones she didn’t think were worth mentioning.
Her small hand is fisted and prepared for another rap against the door, her lips parted and ready to call out once again when I open the hotel door.
Her deep brown eyes widen at the sight of me, and her mouth slams shut. It’s only then I realize I must appear disheveled at best. Unhinged at worst.
“I … I didn’t mean to wake you.”
You didn’t. The answer stays glued to my tongue. I still haven’t slept. It’s going on thirty-six hours since Delilah was taken, and I’m still wearing the wrinkled trousers and the shirt I was in when I got the call.
Cadence’s gaze travels lower, noting that I’m not in sleepwear.
Tightening her cream wool coat around her waist, she straightens her shoulders to state, although it’s more of a plea, “I need to talk to you.”
“Come in.” My answer is raspy and I find myself clearing my throat as I open the door wider for her.
She’s halfway into the room, staring between the bed and the chair in the corner when I start by saying, “I read your statement. Have you remembered anything since you gave it?”
I hesitate to do it, but I lock the door before offering her a weak smile. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable—”
“No, please.” Inhaling deeply, she drops her coat to the middle of the bed and then takes a seat on the edge. “After what happened,” she says and her voice drifts off, leaving the statement unfinished.
“Right.” I give her a small nod and resume my place in the corner chair, turning it to face her. “Have you remembered anything?”
“I came to ask you questions,” Cadence blurts out, nearly interrupting my question, a hint of skepticism in her tone. After a second, she huffs a humorless laugh that doesn’t reach her eyes. With a frown pulling down the corners of her lips, she wipes the edges of her eyes with the sleeve of her deep ruby designer sweater. “Sorry,” she says. “I just … I have questions.”
Staring back at Delilah’s sister, seeing every resemblance I can find in the woman across the room, I offer her another smile, although this one is weaker. “You remind me of her.”
Cadence’s smile is tight but genuine, and dampened by the pain in her eyes. “So you remember me, don’t you?”
With a nod, I answer, “I do. Cadence Jones, Delilah’s sister. We met years ago.”
“I know you were seeing her.” Her statement catches me off guard.
“I didn’t know she told anyone.”
“It was all over the papers,” she confesses. “I read about your so-called affair. Pair that with her limited free time … well I assumed she’d met someone.”
I can only nod, remembering the beginning of … whatever we were. With a tight throat, sadness rocks through me.
“So I have questions.”
“Of course you do,” I respond lowly.
“And I’m sure you know … statistically speaking, when someone is in a relationship and taken or—”
“I know the partner is the first suspect. Lover or husband.” My tone turns colder as Marcus comes to mind. Clearing my throat again, I lean forward and reach for the tumbler on the table, only to find the whiskey’s been drained from it. “I love her and I’m going to find her,” I say with every intention of upholding my vow until I glance down, from Cadence’s hopeful gaze, to the laptop screen that’s turned black.
Hopelessness is a traitor. “Would you like anything to drink?”
Cadence only shakes her head, not a hair out of place in her bun as she does so. It’s at odds with her face, completely devoid of makeup other than traces of mascara around her eyes, which only adds to the darkness beneath them.
“It’s the second day.” Her voice cracks and it resonates in my chest. “Please tell me you know something.” Her plea morphs into a whisper, the almost palpable sadness overwhelming it.
The only words I have for her are, “I’m sorry,” but I refuse to say them. It’s what I’ve told the loved ones of bodies I’ve found, all the men, women and children who weren’t found alive. I can’t do that to Delilah. I won’t utter a statement that echoes defeat.
“We’re going to find her.”
“I was hoping you would tell me it wasn’t real.” Cadence’s expression crumples. “After my mother’s body—” Her statement is left unfinished, but I know what she’s referring to. The news covered it and Evan sent me the report. Her death was quick.
“I’m sorry about your mother,” I say, offering my condolences, wishing I’d spoken them sooner.
Her eyes glaze over and her shoulders hunch forward as she stifles a sob. “I’m sorry.” Her apology is barely heard as she reaches into her purse, pulling out tissues.
If I could comfort her, I would, but I don’t want to approach her. I’ve never been the best at soothing someone else’s pain. My uncle made a point to tell me that fact frequently.
“Let me get you a bottle of water,” I offer and stand, making my way to the room’s small fridge and pulling out one of three that remain. The whiskey on the laminate desk stares at me, the amber liquid sloshing as I close the fridge door.
“Thank you.” Her voice is weak, so much smaller than it was a moment ago.
She’s still sipping on it when I’ve retaken my seat.
“What questions do you have?” I ask her to move this along.
“Do you know who took her?”
“No.”
“What can you tell me?” My chest aches as she searches for any information at all.
“I wish I could give you answers. But I called you for them because I don’t have any.”
With trembling hands, her gaze moves to her lap and it’s quiet for far too long. More than a moment passes with Cadence visibly distraught and neither of us having any new information for the other.
Just when I think she’ll stand to leave, she leans forward with a look of uncertainty on her face. “There’s something I have to tell you.” Her tone is deadly serious. “I couldn’t tell the cops.”
“You can tell me anything.” Although it’s the truth, the statement comes out too eagerly and she hesitates, but gives in. More than likely due to having no other options.
“There is no man who killed my father. My mother killed him. So it couldn’t have been Marcus or whoever the police are claiming killed him.”
I already know. Delilah didn’t tell me, but Marcus did in so many words.
Debating whether or not I should feign ignorance doesn’t last long. Instead I lie. “I know. She told me.”
Shock lights her eyes and I can see it from across the room. “Did she tell you why?”
“No.” I haven’t the faintest idea why her mother did what she did. All Marcus hinted at was that it was deserved.
“My father wasn’t a good man.”
“Good men and bad men, it’s not quite as well defined of a line as I once thought it was.”
“What do you know about my father? Because there’s no gray about it. Only black and white.”
“Only what Delilah told me.”
She huffs sarcastically. “He was her hero, so I’m sure she didn’t tell you the truth.”
“And what’s the truth?”
“He was a liar.” She’s quick to answer. “I knew him to be a liar and a thief at times. I knew him to be … cruel.”
As I turn to glance at the clock, Cadence sees and her strength leaves her.
“Delilah never knew, but our mother had just cause for what she did as far as I’m concerned.”
“Delilah never knew what?”
“She never knew what kind of man he was.” She swallows thickly, the sound eating up the silence. “It’s strange how she doesn’t remember. How he was her hero, yet he was my villain, all in the same scene.”
“He hurt her?” I surmise. “He hurt your mother?” She only nods in answer and reaches again for the bottle of water.
“Did he ever hurt you?”
“Not directly, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt me.”
“Whoever has your sister … I don’t think it has anything to do with your father or your mother,” I tell her honestly.
“I know … but why would anyone go after her? Is it the threat? This Marcus?” She doesn’t contain the exasperation clearly getting the best of her. She needs answers, but don’t we all? “Brass or whoever it was who left that note in her office? Who? Who!”
It takes great effort to keep my expression unmoving as she lists suspects and tells me her theories.
Neither of us make any progress. We can’t help each other, and that truth is evident to both of us before the hour is through.
“I came to tell you I don’t think it’s Marcus and to look somewhere else. The cops think it’s Marcus, which is ridiculous.”
“What do you mean? Who told you that?”
“That detective with the beard … Skov. I told him Marcus doesn’t exist, it’s just a name used as a cover,” she says incredulously and I can’t fix my expression fast enough. With a tilt of her head, I can tell she knows that I know something about Marcus.
I want to tell her; I want to confess everything. If for no other reason than to rid myself of the burden of these sins and lies. They’ve piled up and now they’re drowning me.
I still don’t know who has Delilah. I don’t know how to get her back. But I know it’s because of myself and Marcus. It’s because I couldn’t walk away from her.
Because I brought her into something that was slowly killing me.
“What do you know? She told me Marcus wasn’t real. I asked her, and she told me it was just a name whispered by liars to hide evidence.”
“When was that?” I can’t help but to question, and her gaze narrows.
“Years ago. I told the cops there’s someone else behind those murders. It isn’t one man, and Delilah told me that years ago.”
“I don’t know about that.” I decide right then to hide behind lies. She can’t be brought into this.
“What do you know?” she asks with a look of ridicule.
“Nothing, but you need to stop this. You need to stay away and let us do our job.”
Shaking her head, she stands abruptly, anger taking over. “I can’t—”
“You need to stay far away,” I say, cutting her off, striding to the door of the hotel in an instant and opening the door as wide as it’ll go.
“I mean it, Cadence.” I warn her like I should have warned her sister, regret lacing each word, “Stay far away.”





MARCUS
Fifteen years ago
Six years after abduction

They’re all pawns.

I TRACE over the words at the top of the page in my notebook: They’re all pawns. Writing down three more names to the list on the rightmost side of the yellowed pad with deep strokes of the blue ink pen, I pause to look at the tally.
There are three columns and over fifty names total. Three different groups of men, but all of them responsible for atrocities in the name of unity and solidarity. Everywhere I’ve gone there are always dogs like the ones I trailed today. Men, and even women, who go along with the men in power and do their bidding without question. It doesn’t take much to get them to move. A nod, a promise of ambition, and the desire for one man to have something done.
He never says how. The men in charge never give those details, and that’s why I’ve deemed the ones on the lists under the underlined names dogs. They’re owned by the men in charge, happily wagging their tails and barking orders to others as if they have any status in the pack at all. Snarling and backing the weaker ones into corners, they’re as moldable as they are feral.
The three kingpins, including Talvery, a crime family boss in this area, can’t be bent or broken. But the men beneath them could easily be swayed. Or put in a ring and made to fight one another.
I haven’t decided which is best yet. All I know is that there are plenty of pawns to play with. Plenty of them to start the game and deliver justice piece by piece.
The snap of a twig beneath heavy feet rips my gaze from the three names I’ve added. The graveyard is a scenery of grays and greens. The stones and the oak trees and the grass, long overdue for a cut, nearly hide the one I’ve been waiting for.
His name is inconsequential. What matters is the fact that his sister was a bird.
Another twig cracks under his weight as he comes into view. All of the burial plots surrounding where he stands are covered with time. The one at his feet, however, is marked by fresh blades of grass and overturned dirt.
A month has passed, but spring has only just begun. I don’t think he’s noticed me, and I stay quiet, merely observing him as I have for months. All I’ve done is watched. If Mr. Jones taught me anything at all, it’s to take it all in, every detail, and to learn the habits of whoever it is that’s selected. Mr. Jones chooses victims. I don’t lower myself to his level, and I promised myself I never would. I don’t think I’ll be seeing much of him anymore. Not after I left him the note. I’ve never seen so much damage caused by a simple letter.
Smiling at the thought, I close my notebook and take in the boy I’ve been waiting for.
Charlie, the thin boy in worn jeans and a dark hoodie stares straight ahead, seemingly at nothing. He still hasn’t dropped the flowers he brought. He does this when he works the day shift at the garage. The sun setting is the only reason he leaves. One might say he’s guilt ridden and for good reason.
He sits feet from me, but still fails to realize he’s not alone, at a grave with an inscription that reads:
When you are not fed love on a silver spoon, you learn to lick it off knives. ~ Lauren Eden
Although, that’s not the woman’s name carved on the tombstone.
“You okay?” I speak up without walking toward him, still leaning against the tree. After an initial shudder of shock, with his grip tight around the bouquet, Charlie’s gaze meets mine. It’s easy to tell I scared him at first. He’s been afraid ever since they killed her.
“Yeah, just … Yeah, I’m fine,” he says, then offers me a tight smile and finishes the thought. “Just leaving flowers.”
“For who?” I play up my youth. I know I look younger than I am. Poor nutrition will do that.
“My sister.”
All men are fueled by motives, by desires. Revenge is a deep-seated motive. We all have it buried inside of us. Including a high school boy, burdened by his mother’s poor choices and his sister’s death.
“What happened to her?” I chance a couple steps closer, eyeing the grave as if I haven’t seen it a dozen times before.
A gust of wind blows by, followed by silence. In the last few weeks, Charlie’s told four people what happened. He broke down at his workplace, the garage. He’s been slipping away and devolving. I nearly second-guess my decision to approach him today, the two-month anniversary of her death, and the two-week anniversary of the man who killed her getting off scot-free.
But then he answers, “She got involved with the wrong kind of people.”
“The wrong kind of people?” I know damn well who his sister was and the relationships he’s referring to. Knowledge is the only path that will save the damned.
“Yeah … they weren’t good guys.” He swallows thickly and his reddened cheeks burn brighter as he closes his eyes and allows the wind to batter him. “She said she was seeing … someone.” He shakes his head, huffing out a humorless breath and says, “Sorry, kid. I didn’t mean to—”
“My mother says it’s best to talk if you can,” I lie. I barely think of my mother anymore. Or my father. “So if you want to talk, I can listen,” I say, taking a seat on the stump of a tree closer to him but still at a distance. The stump isn’t a product of a saw. It wasn’t cut down; the bark is torn and the rings rough and jagged beneath my ass from where a storm long ago brought down the old tree.
“What are you, like … eleven?”
“Fifteen,” I tell him and smile. Charlie, the brother of Elizabeth Riggins, is almost twenty. He stayed in his hometown of Fallbrook to be close to his mother, and I imagine her hands dig deep in his pockets with that very hug he offers her each time she gives him a sob story. A broken home and a drug addiction aren’t uncommon around here. It’s a prime location for dogs to run free.
“So she fell in love with the wrong guy? It’s like Romeo and Juliet.” I speak nonsense, now seated lower than him so he’s forced to look down at me. Pulling an apple from my jacket pocket, I bite into it watching as he shakes his head yet again.
Charlie Riggins will think me a young fool, but I know him for what he is. A young man at the precipice of who he’ll become. He’s mourning and barely holding back a smoldering fire that burns within.
“Romeo he was not, kid.”
I smile every time they call me kid. They always do that. Children aren’t threatening and they don’t understand. That’s their first mistake.
“He was a bad man,” Charlie comments with his gaze settling on the cuts in the stone. His fingers trace over the quote. I’d planned on asking him what it meant, but silence holds back my swallow, the fresh apple tasting like the corrupt fruit it is instead.
Bad men always lose. A voice I only hear at night whispers that fact to me.
“So what are you going to do about it?” I ask Charlie, nearly choking as I swallow.
“Do about what?” he says with all sincerity.
“About the man who killed your sister?”
“I don’t know that he killed her.” The hair on the back of my neck stands on end; I didn’t expect him to lie to me. He knows he killed her. Even if he doesn’t have the proof I have, he knows.
“You blame him, though?”
“Yeah … he took her—it doesn’t matter.” He stops himself from saying more, not wanting to tell me she was last seen getting into the car with him. Plenty of witnesses saw them fighting, although they don’t know what they were fighting over. It’s the same thing it always is. Money.
Finley stole from his boss and she saw the money, took it and spent it. Addiction will make you do stupid things. Finley killed her to save his own ass with the boss.
He’s a dog and I have a plan for him. A plan that involves Charlie.
“There’s a guy I’ve heard of. His name is Marcus.” I tell him the story I’ve developed and worked out over the last few months. “I think he knows a lot of bad guys, and I think he wants them dead.”
“Dead?” Charlie sounds shocked I’d use that word. Although I can feel his gaze on me, I don’t look back up at him.
“He said they deserve to die,” I say before taking another bite of the apple, although this time, it tastes sweeter.
“Oh yeah?”
He doesn’t take me seriously. They never do.
“Yeah, he killed a bunch of Talvery’s guys last week.”
That gets Charlie’s attention. The atmosphere turns darker as the sun falls behind the tree line. Soon it will be nearly pitch black under this canopy. I don’t have much time left to convince him.
“I’ve heard if you pray at the graveyard, he hears. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to pray.”
Goosebumps and the chills that come with my story are an added blessing. The wind whips by and Charlie slips his hands into his hoodie’s pockets, still refusing to take his concerned eyes off of me. I can practically see the wheels spin in his head as he contemplates Finley’s death. Praying for a justice that he knows damn well he’ll never get otherwise.
“What are you praying for?” he asks me and I finally meet his gaze when I answer, “That the men who hurt us get what they have coming to them.”
The coldness swirls around me and another minute passes, the night sky getting darker. Charlie arches his neck, looking up at the canopy of leaves as if asking them a question.
“What’s your name, kid?”
“Marcus says I shouldn’t tell strangers my name,” I’m quick to respond, and I can tell he doesn’t like that answer.
With his head tilted he questions, “You know this Marcus well?”
“I’ve spoken to him once.”
“How’d you do that? Praying and waiting for an answer?”
“Why? Do you want me to give him a message? The last guy did. I don’t mind being the pigeon. Birds are good, he says. It’s the dogs that are bad.”
   
Present time

IT SURPRISES me how many times I’ve overheard conversations discussing the difference between light and dark. It’s written in poetry and plays. It’s presented as if it’s fact. As if truth can’t be seen in shadows. As if clarity does not shine on the depths of sin within each of us. There is no forgiveness that comes simply because the sun has risen. It is not so easy, nor so simple.
The only difference between light and dark is what our eyes have adjusted to. What we choose to see and believe. The reality is that nothing changes solely because of the amount of light we let in. Anger has always continued to rise anew regardless of every time a person smiles and states some charming line about the sun always coming out after rain, or sings a lyric describing making it through the night.
I’ve often thought I hold that opinion because of the cells we were kept in. We could never tell if it was night or day. There was constant little light in an ever-present darkness. Even in the barn, the day would blur with the night because I often couldn’t sleep through either.
Perhaps the sentiment is more closely related to the quiet. If only people knew that. It’s not the difference between what you can see. These concepts of good and evil, right and wrong have far more to do with what we hear, what we think, and what takes over our minds.
In the night, the burdens of our pasts berate us and remind us they exist without the noise and calamity of the daily ins and outs of society that distract us. The nights are quiet. When you choose a life like I have, all that surrounds me is silence and everything inside of me screams. It’s a constant, just as it was in the cell.
Those thoughts that gather in the darkness for others are a constant for me.
All of the sins I’ve committed, the games I’ve played and the chess pieces I’ve skittered across the board only to have them fall … the voices in my mind mull over each decision constantly.
Countless days have passed where I’ve wondered if I’d made a mistake. If the men I pit against one another deserved the fate I played a part in delivering.
Men have died and I’ve gambled on their lives in order to serve a different, greater purpose.
They’ve all been pawns and nothing more. The question of whether or not I’d made a mistake was easily answered with a name of a victim. Often dozens of them. All the little birds I couldn’t save and occasionally, a bird I was able to help flee.
For every man whose downfall I played a part in, there was always a list of names to justify their deaths. The innocent and the undeserving. Each and every time.
As I step out of my car, there’s only one name that echoes in my mind now: Delilah Jones. Her name is in response to my own and what justice I deserve. I cannot live if she does not make it out alive.
There’s not a thing in this world I’ve held more conviction toward than that simple fact.
I played with her life and for that, she may already be dead.
With the bitter wind battering my back, I stare up at the row of doors to these run-down hotel rooms. Delilah’s sister pulls the coat tighter around herself and offers me a polite nod, as strangers often do. In my jeans and navy cotton sweater, with a phone held up to my ear, I’m sure she doesn’t think anything of me standing outside the building, leaning against the fence. I’m just a man on a phone call going about my business.
Cadence doesn’t know I was waiting for her to leave.
It’s easy to return it as she smiles tightly and goes about her way to where she parked her car. I’m certain she feels the sting of the conversation she’s just had with my brother as she picks up her pace. It’s obvious she’s been crying with her red-rimmed eyes and dark circles beneath them. She’s a wreck not knowing where Delilah is and what’s happened to her. Aren’t we all?
There’s a pain that resonates through me when I watch her wipe under her eyes with a steadying intake. One I haven’t felt in so long. A pain that mixed with the smell of dampened straw as I lay freezing cold praying for either death or for the boy’s scream to go away. I thought that pain had all but vanished, but the wound’s reopened, rawer and more ragged than I remember.
Listening to the click of her heels fading in the distance as she goes, I recall Cadence’s conversation with Cody. Not a damn bit of it was useful. It’s unusual that the calls and meetings I listen to deliver next to nothing for me. Hours and hours I’ve listened to men debate and make decisions they have no right to establish.
This is the first time though I sat with bated breath, listening through the small camera embedded in Cody’s briefcase, praying for some detail I’ve missed to unveil itself. Some bread crumb that would lead me back to Delilah. My throat is tight as the car door to her sister’s vehicle opens and closes with a thud in the distance.
The only thing I’ve learned is that Cody sees people differently than I do. I once thought we saw the world the same way. A piece of me had come to the conclusion that we had a common understanding and mutual feelings about the world around us. For the longest time, that shared understanding offered me peace. A small bit of it, but knowing Cody and I felt the same way … it kept me from breaking. He was like me. I was the constant internal screaming others fear at night, and he was the distraction and morals they feel comfortable focusing on in the day. We needed each other. It all made so much sense to me. It was perfection.
When it comes to Delilah, it’s apparent we don’t feel the same.
Cadence doesn’t remind me at all of her sister. He’s wrong about that, and the simple fact he commented that Cadence reminds him of Delilah is enraging.
There’s nothing similar between them. Every nuance and detail, from their outward appearance to their character and their motivations, is strikingly different. The contrast couldn’t be clearer. Perhaps they both heal others with acts of service, but one offers justice and the other a shoulder to cry on. Two very different things. I’m not interested in pacifying one’s fears and past. The only thing I find similar is a slight accent that’s worn off on our Delilah, but it was present years ago. She doesn’t have it any longer; it fell from her lips long ago and never returned.
With a heavy inhale, the piercing cold fills my lungs and I take the steps two at a time. With every move forward, I go over the information I have regarding Delilah’s abduction.
There was an organized team—quick, so more than likely experienced. The van was nondescript. The men who stole her from us were highly motivated. Which means the abduction wasn’t solely for money. They weren’t simply paid off; it’s personal. Each and every one of them refused to spill a detail, sacrificing themselves rather than providing me with information. I offered mercy, but not a single one took up the offer.
All I needed was a name. Only one question needed to be answered: Who has Delilah Jones? A cold sweat spreads across the back of my neck as the reality taunts me once again. I’ve failed her.
Knock, knock, knock. Each pound of my fist is deliberate. In the past I’ve left a note behind for Walsh. I’ve never stayed. There isn’t anything that could have come from us seeing eye to eye like this. It was only ever a message I wanted to deliver to my brother.
This message, however, he deserves to receive in person and with full clarity.
With my jaw firmly clenched and the sound of the lock unclicking, I wait for the door to open, but it doesn’t.
It takes me a moment to realize he must’ve seen me in the peephole and decided to unlock the door and wait.
How long has it been since that very thought didn’t spike fear through me? The last thing I’ve ever wanted is to be seen.
Turning the knob slowly, I gently push the door open to find the daylight scattered in stripes from the blinds and laying across my brother’s figure. Motionless on the couch, he stares up at me. The sight of him disgusts me to the point that I nearly snarl.
In nothing but dark gray sweatpants, he’s planted himself in the corner chair, a bottle of whiskey on the table and the glass in his hand.
He’s nothing if not the image of a man who’s given up. The shadow of stubble on his jaw nearly matches the darkness under his blue gaze.
“Contacts?” he questions with a horrid half smile that’s undoubtedly forced. I take my time walking in and closing the door behind me. An air of despair lingers around my brother, the stench of it repugnant.
He’s given up on her. He believes her to be dead. The realization only spikes my anger that much more. “So a beard and contacts is what you do to go unrecognized,” he comments as I take a seat across from him. I can imagine a different world, one where I looked just like him. Pathetic and distraught, and not at all ashamed to show it. I’ve never been so grateful to be the opposite of my brother. To be the one taken and shown what the real world was like.
He was the good and I was the bad, but together, we made the world a better place. Or so I thought.
“I had one of them,” I say, commenting on the purpose of bothering to come here. “One of the men who took her.” My throat goes tight and the air leaves my lungs in the single word her. I’ll be damned if it doesn’t hurt to speak of the recent events.
“And?” Hope drenches the single word and the leather chair groans as he leans forward in anticipation. I’ve no doubt he assumes I have the information we need. “What did he say?” he questions further, suddenly eager. Maybe he hasn’t given up. I’m not sure why, but it makes the pain strike my chest violently. My back remains to him as I stare out of the window of this shitty cheap hotel room, knowing she stood in a room like this only days ago. Only sunsets ago she was here, and she was well. Maybe distraught and confused, but she was safe from what ails us.
With my head hanging lower, I stalk toward the end of the room and stare at the small fridge, envisioning the one in Cody’s loft instead. She closed her eyes for me and we shared our first kiss in that kitchen. I can still feel the warmth of her against my embrace.
Without an answer from me, my brother rises, his voice raised as he practically yells, “What did he say?”
“Nothing,” I answer coldly, my mind refusing to move from where I know she once was. She was there for the taking, and I didn’t do what I should have. I left her in the safety and comfort of my brother. I failed her, thinking that what they had would be better for her than what I could offer her. If only I could go back.
“Nothing?” The word sounds incredulous from my brother’s mouth.
It only sends the irritation to skitter across my expression and the thoughts of what once was possible vanish. She’s gone and I’m not the only one to blame.
My hand clenches at my side, so tight the skin turns white against my knuckles. With my eyes narrowed I confess, “He had a seizure before I could finish my interrogation.”
Light dims from my brother’s gaze, the anger he felt a moment ago vanishes and the same dejected look he wore when I first came in reigns once again.
The ice in the tumbler clinks as he falls back in his seat. He doesn’t bother to wipe the spilled alcohol from his hand as he runs it down his face.
He’s exhausted, as am I. But he’s given in and that’s unacceptable. He’s not the half of me I used to know.
“This is your fault.” I spit the accusation at him. His gaze is nothing but daggers as he raises it to me. Venom lays between us, and the tension thickens from its bite.
“My fault?” He practically sneers the question.
“I should have known better than to leave her.” I hesitate to say it, the words breaking something deep down inside of me and spilling a darkness I haven’t let myself feel before. Jealousy mixes with the rage and disappointment as I add, “I should have known better than to leave her with you.”
Cody’s mouth parts, his bottom lip quivering with anger, but it’s just as quickly shut, snapping and offering me nothing but silence. Turning his head to stare straight ahead, his eyes focused on the sofa as if someone lays there across from him, his eyes gloss over and he murmurs, “Fuck you.” He doesn’t move his gaze as he picks up the tumbler once again.
I can imagine what he sees, what holds his attention. The memories of her, lying on his sofa. He took her there once. All I did was watch as he held her.
I could have been the one to have her.
Instead neither of us do.
I’m reminded of my mantra and the reason why I left her with him. Bad men always lose. I was always going to lose her. It seemed justified to let him have her.
But he’s just as corrupt as I am. They all are. The ones who find sanctuary in the day and the righteousness. All of us are bad men. It’s just to what degree we share that piece of us.
This isn’t how I pictured the reunion with my brother. My hands aren’t wrapped around his throat, squeezing the life from him as he begs for mercy. He doesn’t blame me as I imagined either.
A part of me knew he wouldn’t beg, but I expected hatred in the same dose as I feel toward him. Some part of me still capable of feeling guilt and remorse is aware that he must blame me.
Perhaps it’s because I feel it too. Whoever took her … there’s a very strong chance that it’s because of one of us.
Just as the words I repeated over and over on the drive here are tasted on my lips, the accusations and spiteful truths, I’m silenced by his phone.
He’s faster than I am, reaching for it as if doing so is enough to save her.
My pulse races as he furiously types back. I could look to see who it is and what was sent; instead I wait, unable to move. It’s the fear, I know it is, that keeps me from breathing. It paralyzes me. Either it’s something that will help find her, or it’s nothing.
I would rather live in this moment of hope, but isn’t that what fear is. You must be consumed with fear, to have even a glimmer of hope. It’s been so long since I’ve felt such things pierce their talons through my flesh and bones.
“There’s movement on Ross Brass.”
It’s an odd thing, hope. It flickers and leaves me with distrust.
Before I dare to question, Cody adds, “He’s sending the information now.” My brother anxiously taps his thumb against the side of his cell phone. He sways for a moment and at first I think it’s the alcohol, but then I realize the fool hasn’t slept in the least. I’ve lived off short hours scattered through the hours since I was eight years old, since I was trapped in that cell.
Instead of questioning his current sanity, I ask the more important question, “Who sent it? Is Brass the one who has her?” His name is one of several I’d put on my list of suspects. As far as I knew, though, he hadn’t used his phones or credit cards. He has no associates in the vicinity. Facial recognition from the precinct hadn’t pinned him or anyone else from my list in a ten-mile radius from Cadence’s place.
Angered that he has a lead, our only lead, and I didn’t know it first, I press for more. “Who’s giving you this intel?”
My question brings his gaze to mine. “Evan, a member of my team. We’ve been keeping an eye on him since the threatening note that was left at her place.” Herman’s face shows clearly in my memory. Narrowing down a fine line of men, all threaded together with blue ink that connects their violent acts and greed, names appear in my mind. Lists of names. So many of them, but at the very top are Brass, Reynolds … and Talvery. The crime boss who relies on Reynolds for the laundering. The one who’s unknowingly funded and backed the series of depraved transgressions. I fixate on a series of potential events, each one falling like dominoes. I move pieces and play out the game, but I can’t focus. With every thump of my heart, her gorgeous face, her warm touch, and her perfect lips interrupt my thoughts.
Walsh and his partner type away. Messages coming and going as I wait, allowing myself to remember, allowing a warmth of memory to keep the hope burning inside. It’s weakness, but that’s exactly what she is to me.
“His movement puts him an hour away.” Cody speaks up as he reads through whatever it is that Evan Aldaine sent him. “It’s not his stomping ground.”
“An hour in which direction?” I ask. “Which town?”
“Two towns over from her sister’s. Saint Peters.”
“Where was he seen?”
“Not him, an associate who was involved with the abductions before. He was at a liquor store when facial recognition got him. He used a pay phone around the back, and that number sent a message to an old device known to be used by Brass.”
“She’s only an hour away,” I say, breathing out deep at the realization. Even if she’s gone, she’s close. “I need to find her.”
Again the names and associations tally in my mind, I scour my thoughts and memories, but I need time and access to my information. Anxiousness scurries across my skin in a cold sweat. Time is ticking and time has never been an ally.
“When was—” I start to say, but he cuts me off before I can finish.
“Video surveillance from two hours ago.” Two hours … so much could have happened between then and now.
“So we have a name,” I say and swallow thickly, trying not to think of what he’s done to her. What they’ve done to her. If Brass has her … it’s revenge or silencing. Fuck. Fuck! Herman’s death and all that blood is on my hands. There’s not a doubt in my mind that Brass isn’t aware I’m the one who killed him all because of that note. Because I reacted without thinking. He dared to threaten her, and I simply knocked his piece over on the board. I didn’t think of the moves that would follow.
It’s my fault. A chill runs down my back, but Cody continues. His heavy gaze blinking furiously as he rubs his eyes.
“That’s all we have for now. Aldaine is looking into any addresses that any associates of Brass have in a twenty-mile radius of that liquor store.” Cody leans forward, engrossed in the messages and reaching into his briefcase for the laptop.
A numbness pricks at my fingertips. It’s because of me. My decision. I can barely swallow since my throat is so dry.
Another list of names comes to mind. Too many of them. The number of associates for Brass and Herman, and Talvery if he’s also involved … too many. “It will take hours.” I’m not even aware I’ve spoken out loud until Cody responds.
“It’s too long. Too many hours have passed already.”
“We’ll find them.” Cody’s confident in my moment of hopelessness and despair.
Whoever it is … I will give them anything, kill anyone. I’ll hand over myself in exchange. We just need to find her.





DELILAH
I’m going to die here.
After everything that’s happened, this is how I’ll spend my last breaths. It’s hard to wrap my head around that fact, but for the last sleepless hours, it’s all I’ve done. I’ve mourned the dreams I won’t see come true. I’ve cried for my sister who’s so very alone now, worried about both my mother and myself.
More than anything, I’ve pictured the two men I gave myself to last. My heart aches for what they’ll go through. I’ve seen it before, written on the faces of loved ones. It’s a pain that’s undeniable when the uncertainty vanishes and the truth that their loved ones are dead can’t be combated with hope. Especially for men like them. Heroes … or … whatever they truly are. Men of justice and power.
Even though I don’t know what they think of my relationship with the other, I hope they both know I’ve loved them in the way that I’m able. Each of them. A hot tear slips down my cheek to my lips where the salt gathers and seeps into a cut there. Saying goodbye is what hurts the most. It’s the last goodbye and I can’t even do it with a kiss. I imagine it again and again, and each time the agony cuts deeper into my soul.
Evaluating the past is easier than thinking of what’s to come. So many faces flash before my eyes. I don’t remember all of their names, but their faces have never left me. As I roll over on the cold hard ground, staring up at the bright light they turned on full blast and left on, I allow myself to think I’ve made a difference.
For grieving families and poor souls who would have fallen victim to murderers, kidnappers and rapists I helped put behind bars. I’ve certainly made a difference in a few short years, but it’s so very small compared to what I’d hoped.
One life changed is significant, I remind myself. Not a single thought, though, is enough to soothe the truth that brings me lower and lower: I’m going to die here. My hands tremble and I shove them under my legs, attempting to swallow although my throat is dry.
I don’t want to die. My chest heaves in a breath as I tumble down a dark hole of despair.
“I’m not ready to die. I could have done so much more,” I whisper in a croaked voice and just like the last few times my thoughts wandered to what could have been, Marcus’s face returns. His heady scent surrounds me, paired with the chill that’s ever present whenever I think of him. Who would have thought the cold would be so comforting. If he could meet me there in my death, I’d accept it. I’ll go willingly, if only he’ll meet me there. My hand finds my cheek where he last held it and I imagine my hand is over his. I close my eyes, and I swear I can feel his lips against mine.
Creak, thump. The heavy door opens abruptly and the harsh sound rips through my thoughts. Swallowing down every emotion other than hate, I stare up at the hardened gaze from Brass. My body’s stiff and anger flows through my veins, keeping my tired body from sagging.
“Brass,” I say and his name is nearly a hiss from my lips. Contempt lengthens the single syllable. At first it’s hard to see through my blurred vision, but as I steady my breathing, the red light that appears in his hand becomes more clear.
It also explains why his gaze isn’t on me. It’s on a tiny screen from a silver and black video camera.
Thump, thump, thump, my heart gallops away.
He’s videotaping.
“I’m going to need you to do me a favor, Miss Jones,” he says as fear creeps into the back of my mind.
Even though my stiff body turns cold from head to toe, I do everything I can not to show the terror that runs rampant at the thoughts of what he could possibly want to record.
As he steps in, so does another man. Slender in build, slightly taller. All in black and he wears a mask still. I’d feel a glimmer of hope at the sight of his mask if it weren’t for the camera. It’s not that he doesn’t want me to see him; he doesn’t want whoever is going to view this video to see who he is.
“My mother?” I ask him, needing an answer to one of the prevailing questions that have haunted me while he’s been gone.
Brass tsks as the second man shuts the heavy door. I can’t help but to watch as it closes completely with a heavy click and the slim light from the hall fades to nothing. Then there’s another turn of a lock. Someone must’ve locked it from the outside. Or it’s automatic when the door shuts.
“I’m so sorry to inform you, but,” Brass begins and then takes a deep inhale as if it pains him to tell me, “your mother didn’t make it.”
My throat seems to close on its own. As if I’m choking, but there’s nothing except for air present. The trembling that runs through my body is involuntary.
“Liar.” I speak the single word while attempting to hold back the shock and grief. I prepared myself for that reality. I knew it was likely, but still I prayed … Prayers have come easy while I’ve been caged by these four walls.
“We couldn’t have any witnesses,” he says and shrugs carelessly, although the thin, wicked smile stays put. “Your sister is lucky she—”
“Leave her alone.” My statement was meant to hold a threat, but with the sorrow still wracking through my body, I’m only begging him.
“This is good, but this is not what the video is for, Delilah.” Brass speaks clearly, not troubled at all as I heave in the wretched stench of the room.
My mother’s dead. With my head spinning and my emotions swarming through me, Brass approaches far too quickly, reaching down with his left hand, the camera firmly in his right. His fist grips my hair close to my scalp and my neck snaps back as he forces me to stare up at him. The time is ticking away as I gasp and scream into the camera with its steady red light.
“We’re making a family video, Delilah,” Brass says. “I need you to tell Marcus that he wasn’t supposed to intervene.”
Marcus. His name alone is chilling. I’m struck from hearing it. What does he know of Marcus? My Marcus.
Another second passes, and it’s too much time for Brass’s liking. With a nod to the masked man, he releases me. Falling to my palms harshly, I barely catch myself, struggling with the pain from before as a fresh burst of agony rips through me. The masked man struck me so hard on my cheek, my head whips to the right, blinding my vision and I’m knocked onto my back.
It happened so fast, I can barely grasp what happened.
Marcus. What does he have to do with Brass?
“He took what was mine. He intervened and broke our deal.” Brass’s anger shines through as he answers the unspoken question. My chest rises and falls faster and faster as I listen to him, slowly piecing it all together. “Herman was essential and Marcus knew that.”
Marcus did kill him. He killed him for me, and now …
Crack! I scream out as my body doubles over and I clutch at my stomach. I didn’t even see the kick coming. The pain radiates through me and I find myself huddled in as small of a figure as I can. It doesn’t help me, though. Even as the cry is still tearing through me, the masked man fists my hair at the nape of my neck, pulling me up and forcing my bruised body to unfold as I stand.
“Now, Delilah, you need to tell Marcus not to intervene. Do you understand?”
Fresh tears leak from the corners of my eyes and I stare ahead at Brass. He’s a man of confidence and so certain that he has the upper hand. I don’t know what Marcus has done, but I know if I do what he says, Brass could kill me. He feels he needs me now. That in some way, I’m a piece, a pawn, in their game.
Even as my lips quake, I press them firmly together, barely able to shake my head from the grip the man still has on me. He yanks at me savagely, forcing a scream from me and shoving my body against the wall of brick.
“Say it!” Brass screams, eating up the distance between us. “Say it!” His scream is so loud and so close, it vibrates my chest, making it ache and the fear of what’s next suffocates me.
Between every command is a beating. Merciless and unrelenting. I would stay silent if I could, but whimpers and screams are as constant as the commands.
“Tell him we had a deal.”
Blood coats my mouth.
“Tell him it’s his fault.”
Betrayal and hurt are the only thoughts that distract from the pain.
Brass’s next confession would hit me harder, if I hadn’t already suspected it. “Did you think the evidence disappeared on its own?” Brass licks his lips, getting so close to me that I can smell the stale coffee on his breath. “Marcus is the one who let me out. He’s the one who tainted the evidence. We had a deal,” he says, emphasizing the last part with his brow creased. “He did this to you. You should loathe him.”
Wincing, I expect another strike. Instead I’m released, watching Brass’s back as he paces to the other side of the room.
“Say it.” This time when he speaks, his voice is calm, gentle even. “Tell Marcus this is because of him.”
I’m given a small moment to consider it all. Every moment that led to this before I respond, knowing I can’t give him what he wants, regardless of my own conclusions.
“Our actions are our own.” It’s a truth I’ve said countless times before. It’s been followed by folders being slapped down on a steel table as I pulled the truth from criminals who committed atrocious deeds, but followed up confessions with buts and the names of others they blamed.
A huff that’s half disbelief and half disgust is blown from Brass as he rounds me. His boots slap on the broken concrete ominously, but not a single piece of me stirs. I accept it. I will take what’s to come now without hope of something more.
“I’m going to die here,” I whisper out loud. At first it’s as if Brass doesn’t hear what I said, but slowly it dawns on him and a thin smile curls his lips up in the most sickening way.
“Yes, yes you are. And you deserve it.”





MARCUS
I have to force myself to watch. Every whimper that’s uttered from her lips, the quick and stuttered intakes of her breath, and the cries of pain she can’t hold back no matter how hard she tries—all of it shreds me.
I tell myself not to look away, and it takes everything in me to stand perfectly still as I do. The projection screen fills the back wall of the hotel room. When the screen pauses, her eyes scrunched and her head ripped back by a man in a mask, I realize my blunt nails have dug into my skin to the point of drawing blood.
“The cell consists of four walls that have deteriorated. One of Brass’s men was spotted in Saint Peters, and another has family only a mile away …” Riggins has a habit of thinking out loud. Once a young man hell-bent on justice, he grew to play a part of my Army. I was young and reckless when I had him kill his sister’s ex. It was easy to do. I simply gave a boy a gun at the perfect time. That time happened to be right when his sister’s ex was walking to his car parked in the back of an alley after his shift had ended. He would get away with it easily. I forgot, though … I forgot that killing someone, being the reason they’ve died, changes a man.
He was an innocent who tried to kill himself after he’d taken justice into his own hands. The attempt left a hole in his head, a scar on his face and turned him into a man who had no purpose. I needed to take care of him after destroying the life he once had. So I gave him a place in a world he could never leave. Charlie Riggins and so many others are my Army, and this is all they know.
The blue dry erase marker he’s holding screeches as he sketches a triangle on the whiteboard. The computer screen he resides in doesn’t have a camera on my end. I’m able to see him and anyone else I deem fit to be a part of this planning. For now, though, it’s just us. “The map has three points and somewhere within this region, there’s a bunker or a basement … something that’s been added to over time, it looks like.”
Riggins comments, “The additional stone appears to be the same as before. Could be historical.”
“It could be the stone from a masonry.” The thought leaves me, spoken aloud but not with conscious consent. My focus is solely on Delilah and the pain that etches across her face when Brass tells her that it’s because of me he was released.
That’s the moment she broke down. That pain that touched every inch of her being is felt inside me as well. Regret consumes me and I’d let it devour me if I didn’t know she’s still alive.
I can still save her and then I’ll explain. I needed him for one more play. He was a pawn, but I made the mistake of not realizing she’d entered the game.
“Masonry … one of …” The sound of papers rustling comes through the speakers on the laptop as Riggins searches for something. The wheels to his desk chair roll him smoothly across the screen to a computer station. The rapid tapping of keys brings down the video of Delilah and replaces it with files upon files as Riggins searches for the connection.
My head hangs low and I can barely swallow the guilt that’s thick on the back of my tongue.
“Someone’s father or uncle. I remember seeing one of his associates has a masonry.”
There’s the connection. Reynolds and Brass are in this together and they’ll die together.
“Bring up the video again.” I give him the command but Riggins continues to guess, putting the pieces together the best way he knows how. I need to see her face. I need to see her again.
“Where did I see it …” he muses as I struggle to keep myself upright. “The factory maybe? And he’s using the same three men who were in on the abduction of the girls.” My frustration can’t be seen as I lean against the desk to remain vertical. I let a man go who had three men in his back pocket with evidence to pin the case on. Three pedophiles and a partner who would back him financially, every step of the way.
“Could be … if I recall, he specialized in headstones.”
“They will all die,” I whisper, my eyes barely parted, same as my lips, as I stare down where my hand grabs the edge of the cheap dresser.
“Yes. Reynolds. His in-laws own a masonry and at least two properties in the designated area.”
A sense of control comes flooding back knowing we have addresses. “What are they?”
“One’s a piece of land that looks to be about twenty acres in the middle of nowhere. The other is a morgue.”
“Rewind it again,” I say, standing upright to speak firmly. “Send the two addresses and rewind it one last time.”
“Sir, we need to scan the vicinities—”
“Send me both addresses.” My tone is sharp with the request and in return there’s silence.
“Marcus said—” The fool still believes I’m only second-in-command to the enigma named Marcus. Riggins spends his days like any other coder for a private security firm hired out by the government. When I tell him Marcus is calling on him, he answers immediately. After all, he owes Marcus everything and Marcus has never told a soul what he did. He took the blame for the murder. He paid the hospital bills. Marcus took care of everything for Riggins. In return, he’s asked for so very little.
The screen in front of me is stagnant as Riggins continues to resist. I’m only vaguely aware I’m on edge and not the calm mouthpiece I typically play.
Clearing my throat and ignoring the heat that surges through my body, I take control as I should … As Marcus’s second-in-command.
“I’m aware that Marcus wants every bit of information.”
“That’s what I’m here for, and you’re rushing this.” Riggins’s tone holds a warning. “What we don’t know is what will bury us. We don’t move until we know.” His dark gaze peers into the camera, staring at no one although I stare back. “You’re the one who told me that. I gather everything we need. You execute the mission, picking the players we need. It’s always worked that way. We shouldn’t rush this.”
I confess what I shouldn’t. “We don’t have time.” The incessant ticking of the clock has tortured me every moment she’s been gone. What am I supposed to do? Sleep, knowing she’s being tortured? Eat, not knowing if she’s starving to death?
“There is no reason to rush …” Riggins’s words are slow, his expression suspicious. He’s a fool. He’s a damned fool. There’s never been a moment in our collaboration where he’s questioned me. He’s been eager to have his rightful place delving into the darkness and aiding however he can. I was prepared at any point to kill him. He was going to die before I stepped in. Marcus saved his life, even if he’s never realized I am Marcus.
“Sir … I think you may be overreacting. Are you …” His swallow is audible. I can practically see the wheels turning. “I think you may be …”
“May be what? Distracted? Emotionally invested?” As if I didn’t already know.
“There are two addresses. If you go to the first, and you’re wrong, they could know we were there. They could prepare for us, and then what?”
“My contact and I will split the locations.”
“We don’t have men here. It will only be you.”
His uncertainty and hesitation are infuriating. “Send me the addresses.”
“You’re not telling me something,” he says, coming closer to the truth. “Does Marcus know?”
A sarcastic laugh leaves me in mourning. I risk confiding in him the longer this goes on.
“If she was yours,” I nearly whisper, “if she was yours, would you wait any longer?”
Riggins’s expression adjusts as the realization hits him. “This isn’t about Brass and the cases.” A sad smile picks up one side of my lips.
“No. It’s not.”
“Does Marcus know?” he questions again and I nod like a fool as if he can see me.
“Marcus is aware.”
“Yes.”
“I thought it was …” he trails off and clears his throat. “Never mind.”
“Tell me what you thought.”
“You’ve slipped recently … you haven’t been focused, and I thought Marcus would notice and maybe he has … maybe …”
Tension rolls down my shoulders as heat burns its way through me, threatening and igniting a less forgiving side of me. “What do you intend to do about me slipping?”
With a click on the keyboard, Delilah’s brought back in front of me.
“You should have told me, so I could step in.” His voice is apologetic and I have to bite back my retort. He couldn’t do an ounce of what I do. He’s a hacker; he’s a thief when needed, but he’s not a murderer. He’s not manipulative and decisive. There isn’t a single other person who could take my place … other than perhaps Walsh. Or so I once thought. He’s the only man I considered being in a partnership with. Charlie and the Army of men I’ve gathered, men who owe me and owe it to themselves to join this fight are only pieces of the puzzle. They don’t see the big picture. Not like Walsh and I did.
I stare at the paused image, her lovely face contorted with agony. Her caramel skin dirtied from both dry and fresh blood, and those amber eyes reflecting nothing but betrayal and sorrow.
The heavy thudding of my heart accompanies the film as it rewinds in front of me.
“I’ll watch again while you send the addresses to both me and my contact, Walsh.”
“Yes, sir,” he answers dutifully.
It doesn’t go unnoticed that, for a moment, I lost his unwavering support. For a moment there was a question and a hesitation. And more importantly, that one of my men knew I’d been distracted. If he noticed, there’s not a doubt someone else has the same suspicions. That uncertainty adds to the fear that threatens to bury me alive.





DELILAH
Senior year of high school

I hear my mother before I see her. My gaze slips from my makeshift ponytail in my hand, to her reflection in my vanity mirror. With a laundry basket balanced on her hip, she shakes her head at the sight of me. “You’re not going to the semifinals with that hair.”
“It needs to be simple,” I say in protest and look over my shoulder. My mom’s happy today. Lighter than she’s been recently. I think driving Cadence back to Auntie Susan’s so she’s closer to the winter gymnastics camp she goes to every year after holiday break upset my mom. It’s like her mind’s been occupied recently, and a dark cloud has been hanging over her head.
“It needs to be polished,” she responds, taking the hairbrush from my hand and I have to bite my tongue. She’s not wrong, and I’ve never been good at doing my hair like Cadence is.
“If your sister was here—” I can already hear her telling me how she’d have done my hair up like she has for these student government competitions the last two years.
“Then I could wear that blue jacket she had,” I say, cutting off my mom and smirk at the thought. If having my sister at home was good for one thing, it was her closet.
My mother huffs and a smile forms on her face. I watch her as she brushes out my hair and makes it more presentable than I ever could.
“We should have gone to get our hair done yesterday,” she comments, almost to herself I think, and her voice is forlorn. I almost tell her that I reminded her in the morning, but I keep my lips shut tight. She’s having a good day, and I’m not going to ruin it.
“I’ll do your hair and you bring home the trophy. How about that?” she says and smiles, pulling the hair tight with the band.
“It’s not a trophy, it’s a plaque and if we go to finals, a scholarship.” I can’t help the pride in my voice, but the nervousness shuffles its way through me too. The judges are heads of various university departments. I can’t mess this up. My portfolio needs more accolades, and a scholarship couldn’t hurt either.
“You’re going to be so much more than I ever could.” My mother’s musing breaks the silence. “I just know it.”
“Mom, it’s just a competition,” I tell her, trying to downplay it. Dad said it’s important, though. My extracurricular activities matter and first impressions last forever. Again, anxiousness wracks through me.
“I know, baby. I know.” Her tone is … upsetting. I can’t shake this uneasiness as I watch my mother. She’s so close to me, but I’ve never felt so distanced from her.
“Are you all right?”
“Just thinking about things, baby girl. Don’t pay any attention to your mother.” She puts the brush down on my vanity opting for a comb instead, and a jar of pomade.
“You’re going to make this world a better place,” she tells me.
“As if I need more pressure.” I don’t hide the sarcasm in my response. “You know you could still do something about making the world a better place.”
“I already did. I had you and your sister.”
The creak of the front door opening travels all the way up the stairs to my bedroom.
My mother peers at the open door, and I watch her smile fade and her movements falter.
“Dad’s home early. Maybe he can come.” I can’t help but smile at that thought. He’ll see me in action. My mother’s smile reappears, mirroring my own but she doesn’t answer me.
   
I CAN’T DIE HERE. Not like this. Not yet.
Even though my body aches with every small movement, I push myself up onto my hands and knees. My palms press against the cracked cement floor as my body arches involuntarily from the pain of laying still for hours with so many cuts and bruises. I don’t know how long it’s been, only that it’s been far too many hours of feeling hopeless and beat down.
There aren’t any cameras in here that I can tell. The four walls of old brick could tell endless stories I’m sure, but unless I’m blind to them, there isn’t a record of what’s happened here apart from the camera Brass brought in. My eyes strain as I inspect each crevice again. Some stones are damp, others stained from water or blood or something else entirely, I’m not certain. Crawling and then slowly standing, I test any crack that may be weak from decay and time. Everything aches, but the pain doesn’t affect me like it did before. It simply is.
I spend my time testing every weak spot, searching for any out. Nothing gives, though. The door is next. It’s a foolish thought, but I test the doorknob. It’s iron and the handle is antiquated. If I gave a damn about history beyond legal cases and precedents, maybe I’d know more about this location and what it was possibly used for, but I haven’t a clue. In my wildest guess I imagine the Civil War and bunkers where men hid or held prisoners. The thought has occurred to me more than once: How many people have died here?
I question if I should risk screaming for help, but I’m certain I’m being held underground. Given the damp smell and the layers of stone and dirt, I would be surprised if I wasn’t hidden away beneath some rotten barn or perhaps it’s only a small door, hidden in brush that would reveal a stairway and lead down to this dungeon.
I test the hinges on the door, praying they haven’t been kept in good condition. They match the knob, so I imagine they’re original. And just like the knob that’s unmoving, so are the hinges.
Losing the last piece of hope and purpose, my arm drops heavily to my side.
I have no way out, no weapon. My mind races with all of the stories I’ve been told, the horrible nightmares that came true.
“There’s always a way.” I whisper the sentiment. I’m slow as I sit cross-legged facing the door. Someone will come through that door. That person, although a villain on the surface, will be my saving grace. He’ll open the door and prove it can be done; he’ll bring a weapon … which I could take from him. Something, some shred of hope will be delivered with the creak of the door.
It’s a soothing thought as I lay my head back against the hard brick and ignore the screams of pain from every inch of my body. My head is dizzy, my throat dry. I’m starving and I have no idea how long it’s been since I was taken.
I told myself I wouldn’t cry anymore, but damn if the tears don’t spill easily while I wait for whatever it is to come.





MARCUS
Three days total have gone by since she’s been taken.
Two hours have passed since the video was first sent via a link to an old burner phone that Charlie Riggins discovered. Without him, it would have taken far too many hours for me to discover the video had been sent. It was sent along with a threat but no demands: You killed mine, I’ll slowly kill yours and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. Brass gets off on pain. He wants to torture me and he’ll use her to do it.
I gave him no response. No threat, no reaction whatsoever. Anything I give him will only fuel his desire to get back at me by hurting her. What I want, though, is to slowly choke the life from him. To watch terror fill his eyes as I squeeze until the pumping of blood halts and his lank body goes limp. My fingers twitch at the possibility.
There are some men who are fueled by wealth and power, others by delivering consequences. Brass and I share this one thing in common: we’re both men who fit into the latter category.
Too much time has passed and we have two locations. The addresses stare back at me like the wires to a bomb, one red and one black.
Riggins is right. If we go to the wrong location, we’ll tip Brass off and he could flee before we get there. We could split up, but then we’re even more outmanned and outgunned.
Fuck! There’s no easy choice and we have to make a decision. Risk going to the wrong location and losing the element of surprise, or split up and risk being overrun. I slam my fist down on the cheap nightstand, and the particleboard splinters beneath the impact at the same time that my phone goes off.
I already know it’s Walsh, asking me a question I don’t have an answer to: Which address do we take?
Each second that ticks down on the clock is torturous as I scan the video for any other clues and come up empty. Delilah’s cries for help drown me in those moments. She wouldn’t need to cry out if I’d been there. If I’d protected her.
Once I decided I wanted her, I should have stolen her away.
I shouldn’t have trusted my brother. I should never have let him lay a hand on her. She was always mine to have. And I belonged to her.
I haven’t slept, I haven’t eaten. I’m a shell of a man without her.
Staring at the phone, at Walsh’s question I already knew was coming, I picture the two wires yet again. I can’t risk the wrong choice, not when her life’s on the line. There’s never been a moment since I made the decision to be the person I am where I’ve felt such despair and uncertainty.
A moment passes without a response from me and Walsh calls, the phone ringing in my hand. Swallowing thickly, I answer it.
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say a damn thing.
“You there?” he asks and at that I respond, “Yeah. I’m here.”
“My partner is on his way. We can take the farthest address. Backup has been called. They’ll be coming in from the south, so taking the northernmost option will cover our asses if she’s at the south location. We’ll call it in and they’ll be there quicker than we can get there.”
The very thought of men I don’t know getting to Delilah first, risking they aren’t corrupt and needing to have faith that they’ll be able to save her … I can’t and won’t risk it. I can’t risk her simply being passed into the hands of another enemy.
“If you’re going north, I’ll take the south address.”
“What? No, we can’t split up.”
“We can and we have to,” I say, staring at the map Riggins laid out. He goes north while I take the south location. It’s on us to save her. Not a man I don’t know. She is everything to me, and who are they? They’re no one I know or trust.
“I’m calling it in,” he says, practically screaming on the end of the line as he stresses, “we need backup.”
“I’m not waiting,” I tell him.
“If they see you there—” The resentment that’s lain dormant surfaces.
“I don’t care.” We cut both wires. That’s my decision. It has to be done.
“Marcus. Don’t be stupid. We need more men.” My brother already sounds weak and defeated; I hate him for it. Almost as much as I hate the fact that Delilah loved him first.
“We don’t have time!” How does he not get it? Brass only had her beaten the first time. The man is an amoral sadist with no boundaries he won’t cross. Every minute is risking her. Risking further pain and suffering inflicted upon her and for what? For a better chance and better odds? I will save her. And my brother better be man enough to do the same. “Leave now. We don’t have any more time to waste.”
“Marcus … Brother, please, don’t do this.” The sound of Cody swallowing is audible, fear and pain choking him. Was he always this weak? Or is he only weak for her? The question stirs up a pain we don’t have time for. Hanging up, I leave the conversation where it is. He goes to the north address and I take the south.
   
Cody

FUCKING HELL. Marcus is going to ruin everything.
His impatience is unprecedented. “Pick up the fucking phone!” I scream into the line before pressing end and wishing I could slam it down to get out some of this anger. Tension rolls through my body, knowing I’m potentially headed to a hostage situation with only a pistol, no vest and Evan may or may not be there when I arrive. It’s fucked.
With a long exhale, I try to calm myself as I take the next exit and find myself driving down a tunnel of overgrown trees. The canopy of branches above me simulate night on the dirt road lane although the sun hasn’t quite set. I’m close to her and that’s what matters.
Marcus will get her if she’s there. He will. A part of me brings back childhood memories and times when we both thought superheroes existed. Back when we used to play Batman and Robin, when all was right in the world. Even then, my younger brother never did like playing the sidekick. He’d take off without me and do the things that frightened me without thinking twice. That’s the man he is and I remind myself of that. I have Evan and the two of us have taken down far more dangerous targets. Backup is coming. If nothing else, we’ll hold them off.
It’ll work. It has to work. Marcus isn’t wrong, we’re coming up on seventy-two hours, Brass has to know he’s shown his hand and we’ll be coming for him. The stakes are higher now and time isn’t on our side.
In a single text, Evan is informed and without hesitation, he agrees to meet me there.
It’s strange that I would go back that far in my memory for such comfort, given the horrible deeds my brother has committed on his own for a decade now. He’s murdered and slaughtered, he’s wreaked havoc without thinking twice and all on his own.
He’s never needed backup, he’s never even needed me. If she’s there, he’ll kill them all and save her. And if she’s not, then that’s exactly what I’ll do.
I’ll kill them all. I’ll hunt them down one by one until I have her safe in my arms.
My sweet Delilah; I’ll save her.
One of the two of us will have her soon.

Marcus

THE DRIVE IS silent and far too long. Even with the window down and the bitter cold air whipping across my face, I feel every second slipping by and it exacerbates my suffering. There are two of us and only one of us will find her. One of us will come face-to-face with Brass and have the pleasure of killing the fucker. My hands twist on the steering wheel, my thumbs running along the smooth surface of the leather. Death is not justice for men like him.
Taming the wild beast inside of me, I’m less concerned with him than I would be if she wasn’t there. He is nothing and no one compared to her, and he has no idea of the depths I’d go to simply to know she’s safe and out of harm’s way.
I’m not certain if the locations Riggins sent are bomb shelters or something else, but Riggins sent the satellite images last taken from over a year ago. His search was unable to find more current intel. Assuming nothing’s changed, there are doors that lead to underground tunnels hidden behind some brush. The radar showed several tunnels and each could have its own exit passage. It’s a maze at best. A trap at worst. My phone hasn’t stopped alerting me since I put the car in drive.
I don’t answer; I won’t negotiate with Cody. Even if we are outnumbered and outgunned, there is no excuse for failure. We have the element of surprise and the need to win. One on three or one on ten, it wouldn’t matter. There’s not an army that exists who could keep me from her.
If, however, we show our hand, arriving at the wrong location and tipping off Brass through security breaches, then there’s no one to stop them from taking her somewhere else. Meaning it could be days or weeks before we have a chance to save her … or never. He could kill her and walk away. We’d never have a chance to save her.
My throat is tight and my vision blurred as I hit the gas harder, revving the engine and tearing down an old dirt road. It takes another ten minutes before I have to slow and park alongside a thick row of pine trees. Beyond that is a small shed, decayed and rotted from years of unuse. I follow the map Riggins sent me, noting how the calls have stopped altogether.
Walsh must be there now.
Both of us at each location simultaneously.
Good, is my first thought, but then the anxiousness eats me alive as I take each step carefully, searching out the grouping of three trees that signal the location of the opening Riggins said was best. What if Walsh got there, and what if he doesn’t have the same fight?
What if the worst of both outcomes has come true? The overgrown weeds hide the panel well, so well that I already know this entrance hasn’t been used for at least a year. Tearing through it, I rip the door open, the rusty lock breaking easily.
The knowledge that it was far too easy makes one thing known—I cut the wrong wire. Even with that hopelessness washing over me, I continue the motions, wishing I’d listened and done what Walsh asked.
I contemplate messaging him, but I can’t waste the time. It takes me five minutes to carefully make my way down the first passage. It’s musty, dark and the light switches don’t work. The wiring must be outdated and it’s obvious no one’s been down here for years.
Fuck!
My heavy breathing is the only thing that breaks up the silence as I make my way down the second passage, knowing damn well I sent Walsh to the other location and that’s where she is.
She isn’t here. I made the wrong choice. A cold sweat breaks out along my skin and I feel sick to my stomach.
There’s no one here to fight, and I may have lost her forever.





CODY
Everything feels heavy to the point that I’m reminded of both my immense exhaustion and the spot in my chest that pains with every small movement. The anxiousness running through every inch of me is so overwhelming, I nearly miss Evan’s vehicle. It’s tucked away behind the overgrown brush, camouflaged in varying shades of dark moss.
I barely glanced at the map Marcus sent, but I fucking hope we’re close.
My keys jingle as I slam on the brakes to pull up close behind him, shaking off the fear of failure as I park. I’m quick to shut off the car and slam the door as I leave it; all the while my pulse thrums heavily and every movement appears to be automatic. Like I’m not the one doing it. It feels like I’ve lost control of my body, although I’m aware what’s happening around me.
The truck rocks as I leave it there, meeting Evan halfway from his car to mine.
“Four men,” he starts. The friend I’ve deceived thinks this is about a case that’s gone wrong. The bit I fed him about a man who wants revenge is true enough, but he can’t find out the details. My head’s dizzy as I lean against the back of my pickup and look up at Evan, not sure how this will end for either of us. I’m vaguely aware at some point from this moment forward, Marcus and him may meet. That can’t happen. I’m backed into a corner with no way out and everywhere I look, someone close to me is going to be hurt.
The deep bags under Evan’s eyes match mine and I have to remember there’s a chance this all goes according to plan. “It’s just over there,” he says and points, and it’s then I see the binoculars hanging around his neck. “What have you got on you?” he asks and my response is a reflex, just like everything else.
“Just my Glock.”
With a nod, he motions to the back of his sedan and I follow him, grabbing another handheld and a few magazines.
“I’ll go in first and you cover me.” I give the command, my jaw tense and the thrill of the hunt mixing into a deadly concoction with the fear that’s consumed me. A darkness falls over my gaze as I stare off into the distance and Evan goes over the plan. If this were just like any other takedown, there’d be a hint of a smile on my expression.
But it’s her. At that thought, the wind feels knocked out of me yet again. Evan’s hand slaps down on my shoulder as if he can sense the change. “We’ll be in and out, and she’ll be all right,” he says, his calm voice even and consoling. His brow rises as he waits for me to agree, staring back and not showing an ounce of nervousness. “She’ll be in your arms in minutes and in your bed later tonight,” he says, then lets out a huff of a laugh and it forces me to smile.
“Yeah.” I nod and pretend it’s all going to be all right.
The clouds ahead wash the entire sky in gray. The sun’s setting soon and the dim lighting is on our side, but not so much that I’m certain we’ll make it to the entrance without being seen.
“I’ll go first,” I say and nod, staring at the open field. I point to the trees where I can vaguely see a mound of dirt that stands out as if it doesn’t belong. Before I can even question if he sees it too, Evan’s already nodding his head.
“You’ll need these,” Evan adds, slipping a bolt cutter into my hands. “Anything else you can think of?” Without hesitation, I shift the cold metal tool into the back of the holster at my waist.
One deep breath and heat licks across my skin. Another and I silently give the motion, then the order to follow.
My pace is steady and my motions as stealthy as they can be. I creep down to the field and hurry along the edge in the shadows until I come to the end of it. Pausing and waiting for Evan, I scan the perimeter, listening to the wildlife in the distance. It’s a challenge, though, to hear a damn thing with the blood rushing in my ears.
A quick nod and another signal, then I sprint out to the mound, not covered by a damn thing and knowing full well Evan may cry out and bullets could fly.
Not a single noise ricochets in the air. Nothing at all as I remove the dried and dead brush, seeing the shiny metal lock and the two-by-two-foot panel that covers the opening. It’s not dusty or covered in cobwebs, and that’s a damn good sign they’re still here.
My muscles are tensed and coiled as I hunch down and break the lock with the bolt cutters. A single groan leaves me, the sound carrying through the night along with the sharp crack of broken metal. My heart hammers as I wait a second and then another before pulling the metal loose and dropping it to the dirt with a soft thud. Standing higher, I motion over my shoulder, making eye contact with Evan and keeping a lookout over the horizon as he runs toward me.
Cold sweat lingers on my skin as he comes up behind me and I open the panel, my gun drawn and ready for anything, but all that awaits is a tight stairwell, aged and weathered from decades of uncontrolled heat and humidity.
I head down first and drop to my ass at the sound of a ping as a bullet whips by and ricochets off the rusted metal wall.
Fuck!
Bang, bang, another gun fires and I push myself against the wall, firing back before I can even look.
Evan calls down as I search in the darkness and spot a man running around the right side of a dark and chilled tunnel.
He’s dressed all in black but his figure is easy to make out as he takes off and I instinctively chase after him.
I can’t lose him. He may be the only one who came looking with a sensor or security alarm of some sort alerting him. If we can get the rest of them by surprise, that’s far more appealing than allowing this fucker to give them a heads-up.
“FBI,” Evan calls out and I grit my teeth. There’s not a word or warning that comes from me as I lift my gun and fire.
My first shot strikes his shoulder and as he falls forward, the man screaming, another person behind him stares back wide eyed from the other end of the dingy hall.
His expression is full of shock and I fire again, the handgun’s grip sending a jolt to my palms as I pull the trigger again and again. Before the second man has a chance to react, I’ve shot him in the chest twice and the first man is silenced with another shot in his back.
“Walsh.” Evan’s voice comes from behind me and isn’t the usual tone. There’s a skepticism and I’m certain it’s because I haven’t followed protocol. I turn to face him, half-ashamed about my next move, half-eager to get it over with.
“Was he even armed?” he questions and I let my expression mirror his as it morphs from hardened determination to a look of disbelief. As he walks ahead of me to examine their bodies, I strike Evan in the back of the head, just behind his ear. The blow lands with a thud and a crack.
“Sorry,” I mutter beneath my breath as he sinks to the ground. I catch him, the gun still hot in my hand and lower him down. It’ll hurt like a bitch when he wakes up but he’ll be fine in a day or two.
There were four perps on site; now there are two, and Marcus will be here once he realizes she’s not there at the south location. Guilt seeps into my blood at the sight of Evan’s limp body, but I can’t have him witnessing what I’m about to do. There is no protocol to be followed, no honor in my actions when it comes to saving Delilah and delivering consequences to each and every one of these pricks who helped kidnap and terrorize her. I can’t have Evan questioning, hesitating, or worse, trying to stop me. None of these men can be taken alive.
Evan’s morals don’t align with what must be done.
A door shutting catches my attention, lifting my head as I hear a familiar voice call out. It’s unmistakably Ross Brass, and my gaze narrows as I stalk down the tunnel.
He yells for Mitchel, and as he does I gently kick the limp body, stalking past it and the pool of blood that’s gathered around his chest, soaking into the concrete floor.
“Mitchel!” he cries out again, his voice louder, and the adrenaline pumping in my veins pushes me forward. The layout of the tunnels is clear in my mind, and a plan forms but vanishes instantly when a second voice answers as I get to the T intersection at the end of the hall.
“There’s been a breach,” states a deep voice to my left. All the while I’m very aware of how Brass is positioned on my right. One man on either side of me, and only feet away judging by how loud their voices are.
“Fuck,” Brass spits out. “Grab her,” he practically hisses as the figure on my left suddenly appears in front of me, his gun aimed at me just as mine is aimed at him. He’s tall, wearing all black and moves like he’s ex-military—obviously trained for this kind of situation.
Just as I pull my trigger, two shots are fired from behind. Fuck! It could be backup, it could be Marcus. It could be someone aiming for me and now I’m surrounded. I don’t have time to think. All I can do is fire away.
Bang! The man in front of me gets a shot off but he misses, the bullet passing to the right of me although it grazes my shoulder. A hiss is elicited from the burning contact, but I barely have time to feel a damn thing. Ignoring the pain, I fire again, landing a shot dead center in the man’s forehead, and pivoting to shoot Brass in his back as the fucker tries to run down the hall. I should assume he’s armed, but it doesn’t appear that he is. His shoes slap against the concrete, once then twice as I pull the trigger again and again. A guttural cry falls on deaf ears.
I hadn’t noticed my erratic breathing until I turn to face the dark figure behind me along the wall. Marcus. Relief is instant as I heave in a gulp of air. His sharp eyes meet mine and it’s only then I’m able to take stock of what happened.
They’re dead. It’s over. But where is Delilah?
“How many?” Marcus questions and relief washes through me.
“That’s all four,” I answer him, searching down each hall for any sign of life, or any clues as to where she is.
He stalks toward me, slowly coming into view, asking, “Where is she?”
“I don’t know.” Heat races through my blood, mixed with fear at the thought that she’s hidden and we’ll never be able to find her.
“Delilah!” Marcus screams and it’s the first time I’ve ever heard his voice so clearly. The first time fear has ever appeared in it. The same goes for desperation.
“Delilah,” he cries out again and, in the distance, her voice is heard.
I shouldn’t feel any bit of envy or the pang of regret, but my motions falter hearing her distressed voice, crying out for my brother.
He takes off toward her voice as I find a ring of keys in Brass’s pocket. I nearly call out to him, but I don’t. The words are swallowed back down in the darkness as I realize I want to be the one to unlock it.
Before I can fully stand, the clatter of men and the warning of “FBI, we’re coming in,” calls out from behind me. Marcus’s sharp gaze meets mine from a distance and I toss the keys to him, calling over my shoulder and waiting for the silhouettes to appear.
“Down here!” My eyes drop to Evan’s body and I yell, “Man down! Man down!” Footsteps and clicks of weapons being readied echo down the chamber.
“It’s clear,” I call out and then glance back down the hall. One man stays behind with Evan while another eats up the distance in long strides, his gun still drawn but held close by his hip. Two more follow him, each on high alert. “I believe she’s down here,” I say and motion with my chin in the direction Marcus took, before looking back over my shoulder to hear one of the men by Evan call for a medic. “I think I heard her down the right tunnel.”
“Where’s your radio?” the guy closest to me asks, his brow pinched. I hesitate to answer.
“I lost it … I … forgot it.”
Shaking his head slightly, I ignore the questions that cloud his eyes. The ones I’ll have to face about the lack of following protocol.
“This way.” I give him the command but about halfway down the hall, I already know what I’ll find. The door is open, the light shining a stripe across the freezing cold tunnel and it’s far too quiet.
Opening the door wider, it creaks an eerie sound.
“She’s not here,” he tells me, and then calls out orders. The sound of the radio, followed by droning voices giving commands, all fades to white noise.
He took her.
As the men gather and split off to head down different tunnels, I already know they’ll be long gone before the search is done. It all feels unreal as I pull out my phone, ignoring the orders of men superior to me.
It only takes ten minutes before the place is cleared. Five after that for my phone to ping while I’m fielding questions and watching my partner slowly being brought back to consciousness. It all blurs to nothing, the motions not determined by my conscience.

I STARE DOWN at my text: Where are you?
But more importantly, his response: Nowhere you’ll find us.

“YOU WEREN’T SUPPOSED to be there. What part of ‘go home’ didn’t you understand?” my boss hisses on the other end of the phone. “How did you even get this information? It’s not in our system.”
I can barely pay attention to him as I meet Evan’s gaze while his head is being bandaged at the back of the ambulance. The look in his eyes is telling.
“Skov is asking questions and I have to go into the precinct. I don’t know what to tell them, Walsh. What did you get yourself into?”
I opt to hang up the phone rather than answer. The reality of it all slowly chills me to the marrow of my bones.
The look of contempt on Evan’s face gives away everything he’s thinking when I walk over to apologize. Although I still can’t tell him everything. There’s no way I ever could.
I don’t have to guess what he’ll say when I finally make my way to him, every consequence berating me one by one. “You need to tell me the truth, or I will tell them what happened.”





MARCUS
She slept the entire three-hour drive back home. I didn’t look back, I didn’t listen to anything but the steady sound of her breathing and the hum of the engine.
With her in and out of consciousness, I cared for her how I’ve cared for myself too many damn times over the years. The makeshift ER in the basement is constantly restocked. These walls could tell endless stories about the faint scars of bullet wounds and broken bones that were mended in this room.  
Riggins sent the doc, the only one I’ve ever trusted, who assured me none of her ribs were broken. The bruises that wrap along her torso send even more fury through me that Brass was given death so easily. I wish I’d been the one to take his life.
More than anything, she needed sleep. For fourteen hours, I watched her do nothing but rest while IVs gave her fluids and pain meds. She’s badly beaten, but she’s not broken. Not according to the doctor, but there’s a different kind of brokenness that can go unseen.
A dark bruise rimmed with blue lines her jaw, trailing down her throat and it matches the other ones all over her body. I’m careful, with the sun setting on the second day, as I carry her to my bedroom, letting her rest in a more comfortable place. Slowly stripping away the dirty clothes reveals inch after inch of bruised flesh. Her perfectly caramel skin is tainted with shades of purple.
A whimper slips from her as her neck arches and pain strikes across her face when I pull the last piece, her bra, down her body. “I’m sorry,” I whisper with every ounce of sincerity and I toss the bloodstained garment to the pile on the floor.
She’s still in need of a deep sleep, but her eyes part just slightly and then she blinks, widening them and taking in a sudden breath.
“It’s me,” I say, then raise my hands in the air palms out to her. “It’s just me, little mouse.” I add every bit of comfort I can to my voice as she takes in the room, propped up on her palms with her slim body showing the sharp peaks of her collarbones. Every time I notice another detail of her abuse, anger rises from a simmer to a boil.
Swallowing thickly, I wait for her to look back at me, for her frightened gaze to see me before I tell her, “It’s only me, little mouse. I’ve got you.”
“Marcus.” She whispers my name and the dried cut on her lip cracks open. She winces and I leave her only to get Vaseline from the nightstand. The drawer opening and closing is the only sound filling the room as I carefully dab the balm on her lip.
She watches me and lets me care for her; all the while she’s silent. There’s a look in her amber eyes I’ve yet to see from her. I’m careful as I lift her in my arms. Her own wrap around my neck and I savor the feel of her hit skin against mine.
“Can you stand?”
She hums a quiet confirmation and I set her down on her bare feet toward the back of the shower. I haven’t thought much of my home with its dated bones and barren features, but as I turn the white porcelain knob I consider explaining that it’s safe. It may appear empty and abandoned, but this home is safe. Not a soul is around us for miles and the moment they cross that boundary, I know and the house goes into lockdown mode.
The hot water sprays down, just missing her bare legs as she presses herself against the wall.
It steams quickly and I can barely look at her, her nakedness against the white tile only serving to highlight every beating she took. Sickness stirs in my gut as I reach under the sink for a bar of soap. I lather the bar under the spray, noting she’ll need the medical kit when she’s done.
As I list in my mind everything else that she’ll need, she reaches for the soap, taking it from me and turning away slightly.
“I can help,” I say and she shakes her head at the offer, not looking me in the eye with her lips thinned and a grim look on her battered face.
I struggle to respond other than gathering a fresh towel and shirt from the cellar laundry. I waste no time, not sure what Delilah is thinking and with a million confessions warring to be spoken first.
As I lay the towel and shirt down on the sink for her when she’s out, I don’t hesitate to tell her the thought I’ve had for days now.
“I’ll never forgive myself for letting this happen to you.”
“You can’t control what happens to me,” she says and it’s the first sentiment she’s spoken clearly. Even over the steady stream of the water, I hear her clearly.
My lungs stop, my breath halting. There’s an air about her that’s unforgiving.
Control is all I have to offer her. I’m damn well aware of that just as much as she is. My gaze stays on the side of her face that’s turned to me. It’s unmarred and equally unemotional.
It’s quiet for a long time as a new tension settles between us. I’m reminded of what Brass told her—the truth about my involvement in his case being dismissed. An ounce of suspicion or perhaps hatred has come between us; unanswered questions and accusations unvoiced.
“I said I won’t forgive myself and I meant it.” There’s a coldness in my tone this time, a seriousness that’s been absent since she’s woken, but it doesn’t faze her, although she turns from facing the faucet to look me in the eyes.
The hot room heats even further as the steam billows out past the simple clear curtain that barely covers half the space.
Without another word, she carries on washing her skin, stiffening when the soap glides over the worst of the bruises.
“You’re angry with me,” I start and heave in a breath, prepared to let her take it all out on me, but she cuts off my next statement with a simple no. She doesn’t even bother to look back at me as fresh tears stream down her cheeks. It’s the first time she lets the water hit her face and I’m all too aware it’s so I don’t see her crying.
“I didn’t sleep while you were gone,” I tell her. “I did everything I could to get to you as quickly as I could.” The excuses crowd themselves at the back of my throat just as my hands ball at my sides into fists. Her stern look breaks down into agony at my words.
My poor little mouse. I’ve seen this look before. The pain, abandonment, the hate and denial. It fucking kills me to see her like this. Shut off to the world. I know it all too well. It’s a look I’ve worn for years, but it’s not for her.
Not for my Delilah.
“If I were to tell you that the idea of you falling asleep at night, not having the same confidence, the same fight, the same love and devotion you had before I came into your life …”
“Stop it,” she commands me and then both of her hands cover her face. The sob is barely heard but her shoulders quake with it.
Daring to continue, I watch every nuance of her response as I tell her, “If a night passes where you don’t have those pieces of what make you the woman I fell for … I would never forgive myself. If I were to say such a statement to you,” I pause and swallow thickly before continuing, “would you try to let me in right now?”
“Please, I am not okay right now,” she tells me, lowering her hands and staring straight ahead.
“I know. And I hate myself for it. I won’t forgive myself—”
“Forgiveness.” She bites out the word as if she hates it. “I’m certain you have many other things you don’t forgive yourself for. Why should I be any different?”
Her question is a sharp knife to my heart.
“This is about—”
She doesn’t give me time to finish before the accusation leaves her bruised lips. “You let him go.”
“He was a pawn.”
“He killed those kids.”
“I know.”
“You of all people,” she starts but then stops, her nose scrunching as her body trembles. She reaches out quickly for the faucet and nearly topples over. I have to catch her and as much as she’d like to push me away, she doesn’t have the strength. With the water spraying down my left side, soaking into my shirt and splashing across my face, I steady her and then turn off the water. She’s lost weight, and this close to her, the darkness under her eyes is pitch black. Three days she stayed in a cell alone, beaten and left with nothing but the knowledge that she was there because of me.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
“Why?” she questions in a pained whisper as more tears gather in her eyes. “Why did you do it?”
“Because there was someone else who needed to die. Because I thought I could play God.” I answer her honestly as she falls into my arms, her wet hair soaking my shoulder.
It’s been a long time since regret overcame every emotion I held. In this moment, it’s all I can feel other than agonizing pain. “If I tell you I was wrong, if I tell you I would take it back, would you even believe me?”
She doesn’t hesitate to answer yes, which offers me a slight sense of relief. I accept it greedily, I take the glimmer of hope that she’ll forgive me and I gently pat her down, dressing her in a white T-shirt of mine when I’m done and bring her back to the bed.
Before she can drift off, I make her a bowl of soup. She’s only able to drink the broth, but it’s something and she doesn’t throw up from it.
   
WITH MY BACK against the headboard, I rest next to her as she slips in and out of a light sleep. My head lays against the end of the iron rail and I stare up at the simple ceiling fan as it rotates. Her small hand, with cuts across her knuckles and her nails bitten back, lays across my chest. She placed it there the last time she woke, cuddling closer to me. It’s a small reprieve from my ruminating.
Why did I do it?
Because I wanted to play God and I forgot … gods aren’t allowed to fall in love. I’ve never felt so weak as I do now. There’s not a damn thing I want other than to feel her forgiveness slip into the cracks of my brokenness.
Carefully, I lay my hand on top of hers, just to make sure she’s still here, still holding me, still alive and willing to lie here beside me.
The small movement and gentle touch rouse her and I instantly regret it. Selfish. I’ll never not be selfish for her. “Sorry,” I whisper and bring my arm around her small body as she huddles even closer to me. Every hour that’s passed has allowed a bit of her wall to break. I pray time is on my side.
Her shoulders lift and the bed groans as she adjusts herself. I barely breathe until she settles even closer to me and rests her head on my chest, allowing me to press my arm against her back and lay my hand on the dip of her waist.
I’ll stay beside her for as long as she needs, mending every cut, tending to her every need until she’s healed. I’ll make damn sure there’s not a single scar left on her soft skin when all is said and done. Not a memory of what they did to her will stay behind. Only this. The two of us, the way it should be. I close my eyes, comforted by the thought, but it doesn’t last for long when she stirs.
“Why are you the way you are?” She whispers her question carefully and as I peer down at her, her lashes flutter and she stares straight ahead. Her thumb brushes gently along my side, making soothing circles.
“I found others like me, and that was enough.” My memory drifts to what feels like a different lifetime. A small boy staring across a cell not unlike the one Delilah was just in. If she weren’t settled across my chest, resting on top of me, I’d give in to the urge to move, to get up and do and think of anything else.
“I need more than that. I need you to tell me something. I need to know something about why you are the way you are.”
“We can talk about anything else.”
“Tell me … tell me, Marcus.” My name sounds foreign on her lips. There’s a hesitation, a tone she hasn’t taken before.
Sucking in a deep breath, I swallow the lump in my throat. I hear his voice again as the back of my eyes prick.
“You already know, don’t you?”
“You haven’t told me,” she whispers.
“You know I was taken, when I was a child. It happened so fast.” My body’s stiff but I heave in a deep breath, readjusting on the bed. “I was walking by myself to my aunt’s house. She wasn’t used to having kids. One minute there wasn’t a worry in the world other than getting home before the streetlights turned on, and the next …”
It’s been a long time since I thought of that night, of the moments before I wound up in that cell. Delilah doesn’t push for me to continue, but when I peer down at her, her gaze is fixed on the mirror, staring intently at our reflection in it.
“They kept us in a basement that was sectioned into cells. Four men.”
“Us?” she questions.
“You’ve read the reports.”
“They say you died,” she whispers.
“Forensics weren’t quite the same then,” I admit, although my voice is tight.
“That doesn’t explain why …” she doesn’t finish. It doesn’t explain why I fled, why I didn’t go back to my aunt’s. Why I couldn’t bear to trust or talk to anyone.
For a moment I contemplate telling her about her father, but it’s far too risky when she’s in a state like this and, more importantly, there’s another person I’ve never spoken about. Another soul who I failed and I’ll never forgive myself for that.
“There was a boy with me. He was younger and he was,” I stop to suck in a deep breath, steadying myself as I remember the details of what he looked like. “He had large eyes, the kind that are meant to tell stories,” I explain. “He was my friend,” I tell her. “For weeks we were in there and we had each other. Then one day they came.”
I remember the sound of the gate opening, the loud creaking and how it startled me awake. “We slept together and when they came it woke us up, huddled in the farthest corner of the room.”
“They took him?” she guesses and as I shake my head, I realize there are tears running down my face. “They grabbed me, but I got away and I went back to the corner.” My words are careful as they come out one by one, afraid of being spoken, but more afraid of not getting out the reason why my soul is black. “I shoved him out of it,” I say and my bottom lip quivers.
“We could see what they did on the other side of the hall. In the other cell where they kept all—” I can’t finish and instead I remember how I shoved him out of the way to scurry to the corner. “I pushed him aside and he was closer to them.”
“They came for me, and I sacrificed the younger, weaker boy to live a little longer.
“I watched, forced myself to watch when I realized what I’d done. I’ll never not hear his screams. He tried not to. He stared back at me and I know he didn’t hold it against me, but they took their time and eventually both of us were crying. I swear I tried to convince them to stop and to take me. I begged them.
“They ignored me. They didn’t stop until they were done. Raped him, abused him and after hours, killed him. All the while I watched and screamed for them to take me instead. That’s the measure of who we are as people, isn’t it? Our humanity. When it comes down to it, we’ll sacrifice the ones we love just to stay alive.”
“You were a child.” Delilah’s words are meant to console me as she lifts her chin, staring up at me, but I can’t look back down at her. Not when there’s more to say. To get out of me. I’ve never told a soul, but I’ll give her my darkest secret. She can be a safe place for me and I’ll be one for her.
“I was able to fight back. I didn’t. I didn’t fight and—” I almost say his name. It was so close to being spoken. “I didn’t fight and he died because of it. Because of me. The next time they came, I fought and I got away. I killed two of them.
“I could have done it before, I could have fought and saved him. Instead I saved myself and this is what I’m left with. Memories of him trying to hold back the pain while they brutalized him. He held it back for me.”
“His name was Marcus, wasn’t it?”
There is no answer for her. Not one that I can give right now.
I couldn’t be who I was anymore. Not knowing what I’d done. I couldn’t be …
“I couldn’t forgive myself for that. Everything I’ve done since then, I did for him. I did it because I was able to do something to stop the pain and injustice around me.” My lungs still and refuse to fill as Delilah’s lips part and stay that way, her next words unspoken and her bottom lip trembling. “But you …”
The words are caught in my hoarse throat, making it feel as if there’s a swelling that will surely suffocate me. A heat wraps itself around me, drowning me with an anxiousness I haven’t felt in so long. It last held onto me, dragging me down to the depths of hell, when I ran as fast as I could. When my legs gave out and I had nowhere to hide.
It holds me captive now as she stares back at me, her amber gaze glistening with unshed tears to match the streaks of those that have already run down her bruised and broken cheeks.
“Christo—”
“Don’t call me that!” I don’t mean to lash out at her, but I do. I haven’t gone by that name in over a decade.
It takes every ounce of my being to pry myself away from her gaze and leave at once. Forcing my limbs to move and ignoring Delilah as she calls out the name of the boy I allowed to be killed in my place.
The boy who comforted me when he needed it himself.
The boy who reminds me always, that the bad men always lose.
She cries out for him, for Marcus. Not Christopher, even though that’s the name she knows I had back then. That’s the name of a coward who chose not to fight. We could both be here if I’d had fought. If I hadn’t tried to hide myself in a damp corner of a dingy cell.
I should have known better. I wish I could go back. I wish I could take it all back.
With the thud of my bare feet on the wooden floor, I ignore the tears running down my face as I leave her in the bedroom, locking the door behind me in case she gets the urge to follow, and take refuge in the empty room down the hall. I bury myself in the corner of a darkened room, huddled like I was in my most shameful moment and close my eyes. Wishing I could just go back and make it right. Wishing I’d died instead.
Marcus is the one who was supposed to live. Not me.





MARCUS
“The cops are close.”
Riggins’s message on my phone causes every hair on the back of my neck to stand on end as I slice a peach, the blade of the knife traveling along the rough pit.
He continues as I watch on the monitor of the open laptop sitting on the worn laminate counter. “With Marcus the lead suspect in Mr. Jones’s murder, they’re digging into all the cold cases and overturned cases Delilah and Walsh have worked on over the years. Some of these cases are far too close.”
I nearly question Riggins, which cases? But there’s no point.
“We need to pin this on someone and make sure they stop digging. Pin every case Marcus has been involved in on Delilah’s father?”
“Marcus could be a disgruntled partner,” Riggins suggests and every piece falls into place. It’s the perfect plan to wrap up every loose end and fuck over those who have it coming to them.
“I know who can take the fall for it. I’ll send you the steps.”
Riggins asks a question he never has before: How are you?
Staring at him in the monitor, I know he’s looking aimlessly into a lens I know doesn’t show him a damn thing but a black screen.
“There are loose ends that need to be tied off. Let’s focus on that.” My tone isn’t cold but regardless, Riggins’s expression is less than pleasant. It appears he’s reluctant to nod in agreement but he does.
Not wasting any time, I focus on the bastards who dared get between myself and Delilah and tell him, “All of Herman’s team needs to be executed.”
For the second time in the past few days, my ever-faithful companion objects. “Sir, if he’s gone, then the connection to Talvery—”
“Do it.” I leave no room for negotiation and reaffirm my position of superiority. “Someone else will fill the void and we’ll nurture that connection. The next meet for Talvery’s gun pickup is next week, isn’t it?”
Although I already know the answer, Riggins confirms it and judging by his tone, he can guess what I have planned. “Send Herman’s crew to the same location. Let them clash over it.”
Ripping the two halves of the ripe peach apart, I take my time slicing the delicate flesh, remembering how it all piled together. Every failure, every error I made that caused harm to bystanders like Riggins. I was able to help Charlie and bring him in close, but others felt the collateral damage of plays like the one I’m about to make. Mass murders of rivals meeting on trading grounds. There’s a reason I have a reputation, and it’s because I determine who lives and dies. There are so many bystanders, though: loved ones of those who will be taken from them forever and, like in this case, the unknowing individuals who do my bidding. The ones who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.
These are sacrifices that must be made, though. One beast will kill the other and if it’s Herman’s crew who survives, I’ll find another way to end them. Either way, their days are numbered simply because they worked for the men who hurt Delilah. They’ll all be buried ten feet deep before the winter is done with us.
“I am begging you to reconsider. They have ties that—”
“Every last one of them will die. Either by the supplier’s crew or Talvery will end them when he discovers the mix-up.”
“This doesn’t solve the problem with the cops and—” Riggins’s concern and hurried pleas are exasperating.
“I’ll take care of pinning all that on someone who the cops already suspect. It will clean up this mess.”
“Someone they already suspect?” he questions.
“You don’t need to concern yourself with it. I’ll send it all over by the end of the day.” I’m deliberately short with him, but before he ends the call, I add, “Thank you.”
It’s easy to see the small bit of gratitude in the slight lift of his smirk. “Any time, sir. Is there anything else?”
“You’re certain it was only Brass and Herman who took her. No one else helped?” I ask again. It must be the third time I’ve asked in the past twenty-four hours. I’ll question it a million times looking for someone to punish whenever I’m reminded of what happened to Delilah.
“It’s confirmed. Yes. Only those who are dead, and those we’re going to send to their execution.”
“Very well,” I comment and then end the call.
I finish preparing Delilah’s breakfast and when I bring it to her, she’s quiet but receptive. Silence is draped between us. After setting the plate down next to her, I sit on the other end of the bed, taking small pieces of the cut peach from her plate and watching her.
The questions are simple, both of our tones feigning a casualness that I sure as fuck don’t feel: How do you feel? Did you sleep all right?
My skin blazes with both embarrassment from my confession last night and the vulnerability in this moment. I don’t miss that when I look up at her, she steers her gaze in another direction and I’m doing the same.
She doesn’t dare bring up what happened, but she certainly looks at me differently. It brings her touch back to me, though, the longing in her eyes and the absence of every defense she threw at me yesterday.
It’s difficult to forgive an all-powerful god—or a devil, for that matter. It’s far easier to have compassion for a mere mortal. For a damaged fuck like me.
Our fingers brush against one another when we both reach for a slice of fruit. Her simper is rewarded with a pleasant rumble I can’t control. It comes from deep in my chest where it’s still warm and safe for her. The insecurity of where we are now is irrelevant. It’s like a dark room meant for safekeeping. A hiding place, perhaps.
I wonder if she has a place like that, somewhere inside of her, where she could store all of my secrets, all the hideousness and memories I wish I could walk away from and the stories I’d rather rewrite altogether. But in that same place, a little fire sparks when her hand brushes mine and she sees me smile. I wonder if that place exists for everyone, or if it’s just something I have for her.
I’ll hide all her secrets away in that safe place. For her and only her.
With those thoughts in mind, I take advantage of the easiness, leaning across the bed and carefully running my pointer under her chin to direct her lips to mine. She obeys without objection, her thick lashes falling as her eyes close. The kiss is gentle and I’m careful of the cut still on her lip, although it’s healed slightly. The bruise on her jaw is still there as well. I’m cautious with every small touch, but not nearly in the same way I have been before.
With the warmth still lingering, I lean back, letting her chin go and watch as she opens her eyes and peers up at me with those gorgeous hues of amber. There’s a fire there, one I recognize and thank fuck it’s there at all. She knows my demons and my sins, but she also knows my pain and that’s quite a different burden to carry.





DELILAH
I don’t recognize the person I am or the emotions that whirl inside of me, sinking to the pit of my stomach.  I don’t know what I dream of, but I know what I remember when I wake: the door to the cell opening, that click resonating, and then there he is.
Christopher Walsh, my dark knight, the grim reaper, standing in the dimly lit hall one moment, then his arms wrapped around me the next. He engulfs me, kissing my hair and telling me I’m safe, telling me they’re all dead and they’ll never hurt me again.
It’s a moment of true terror, and then just as quickly, a moment filled with relief and love and a debt I can never repay.  It’s impossible to describe the crash of reality when I wake up, and he’s hovering over me. Like if he dares to look away, I’d be lost to him forever.
The intensity of it all is at war with everything that’s been embedded into my mind for days.
The simple fact that I was taken because of Marcus, is at war with the desperate need to lie in his embrace forever.
The battle is over with the whisper of a name each time: Christopher.
I can forgive Christopher easily.  It’s Marcus I have contempt for.  Staring at my hero’s sleeping form, I debate on doing something the logical side of me screams is mad.  Still, the intention consumes me.
He has very few things in this old home.  It must be from the ’50s, a cookie-cutter cottage without any noteworthy or distinctive architectural details. It’s lacking in maintenance as well as furniture.  It’s exactly the type of home I imagine the grim reaper would live in.  A barren, cold and empty house.  Last night when he left, I’m not proud to admit that I searched for a weapon.
I’ve seen grown men, victims of abuse, break down telling their stories.  Only one I spoke with was ever violent, and shortly after he killed himself.  Last night, Christopher reacted just as that man had.  There’s a sense of denial to it all, a fear of facing that reality before a quick draw of a curtain hides it all away and a different personality comes out to play.  That’s all it is, though, it’s only a show.
He locked me in this room, and the same fear that washed over me watching a young man attack a social worker who was sitting next to me, hit me at full force.  Mental illness comes in many shades.  Christopher needs help.  He’s not well and that’s a certainty. 
I’m not well either, nor in a position to help him.
Still, last night I searched for a gun and instead I found cuffs.  Maybe I am truly going mad, because as the soft sounds of Christopher’s steady breathing comfort me, all I can think is that if I could cuff him to this iron headboard, I could talk to him. I could get through to him, I could rip back the curtain and help him in a way he so desperately needs.
For the last hour, it’s all that’s gone through my mind.  The plan screams at me, begging me to do it.  To slip the metal around his wrists and secure the other end to the iron rail.
I wouldn’t dare broach the conversation with him unhinged.  If he’s secure, though, if he can’t react and he’s forced to listen, I think I could get through to him.
I could call him Christopher without him shutting me out, without him running away.
A deep sleep has taken him and all I’ve done is stare at his handsome form, noting how he appears so different.  There’s not an ounce of a threat and only a man lies in front of me.  There’s no sorrow, no pain.  Not a hint of his troubles.  If only I could see him like this when he’s awake … if only I could see him smile.
With that thought in mind, I sneak out from under the covers, ever so slowly so I don’t disturb him.
The floor groans, loudly snitching out my intention, but Christopher sleeps soundly.  When I open the drawer, my back stiffens from the loud protest, but still, he sleeps.  
I only second-guess myself for a moment, a very short one with the cuffs in my hand.  He has at least four sets in that drawer and I have two, one in each hand. 
I could cuff his wrists with one set each, and then quickly cuff the other ends to the iron rail. 
The vision makes my heart race.  I’m certain he would lash out if I don’t do it quick enough.  I nearly turn back, but a voice inside my head whispers, Isn’t that what he’s doing already?  He needs this. 
Without thinking twice, I don’t attempt any careful steps. I’m not quiet in the least, and I’m not even gentle as I climb on the bed, linking one wrist and attaching it to the post before he’s woken.
His wide eyes strike through me and force a yelp from my tight throat as I secure the other around his wrist successfully, but it’s not attached to the bed. Falling backward I scream out, landing on my ass as Christopher rises, ripping his hand away, the iron and steel clashing. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” he practically growls. 
Anger and contempt stare back at me, followed by betrayal. My heart races with the fear, but watching him tug against the iron in an attempt to free himself calms me. 
My caged beast is just that, caged.
“Cuff it to the headboard,” I say, managing to get out the command in a calm voice, but it’s so soft, he doesn’t hear.
“What did you just say?” A threat laces his question.  “What the hell are you doing, little mouse?” Rage seems to simmer around his shoulders.  The moonlight shines in, creating shadows across his broad shoulders and sharp cheekbones.  If we didn’t have the history we do, I’d be terrified.  As it is, I feel nothing but relief.
“Cuff the other end to the headboard.” I give him the command and slowly stand.  Only wearing a T-shirt of his, I rise and stand a few feet from him.
“You’re going to run or y—”
“No.” I don’t wait for him to finish.  “I’m not running.”  A deep crease settles between his brow and I’m thankful to see the anger wane.
“What are you doing, Delilah?” His question is still harsh and lowly spoken, but at least the fear is gone.  That’s what it was, not anger.  It was fear.
It’s been fear all along, hasn’t it?
“I’m forcing you to stay with me tonight,” I answer him and my fingers play at the hem of his shirt.
“You don’t need cuffs for that,” he counters.  Instead of responding, I slip the shirt up my body and drop it to the floor, feeling my hair cascade down my bare back. 
“Cuff,” I say, whispering the single word.  Vulnerability and a hint of fear that this won’t work make themselves known, but mostly desire takes over.  The heat in his eyes intensifies as his gaze travels the length of my body.
A moment passes and all I can hear is my breathing pick up.  He seems to question me, glancing between the cuff and then my naked body. 
“You better not lie to me,” he warns and I offer him a sad smile. 
“No lies.”
When the cuff clinks and locks around the headboard, I tell him to lie down.
“Since when do you give the commands?” he asks, but does as I say.  Positioning himself on the bed in a sitting position, he then slowly lowers himself so he’s lying down.
“Lower still, so your arms are—”
“No,” he cuts me off and there’s a hint of defensiveness.  It doesn’t escape me that he could cover himself in a way as he is now.  Although his hands are cuffed, he could easily kick out or fight in some capacity. 
I could fight him on this, but I don’t.  I don’t want to fight him at all and he’s already given me what I asked. 
I’m silent as I climb onto the bed, and each time I look up at him, he’s staring at me with an intensity that’s indescribable.  It’s like the prey daring the hunter.  Power and lust are a deadly cocktail and they’re all I can taste as I crawl toward him and tug his pants down his body.  He helps me, lifting his hips, but both of us stay silent.  The heater kicks on and the cuffs clank against the iron; other than that, it’s only the blood rushing in my ears that I can hear.
His cock is already stiff, standing upright and waiting for me.  My heart hammers as I wrap my hand around his length.  With my eyes on his, I press my lips to his head and lick the bead of precum.  I hadn’t planned this, but I can’t deny that it eases the tension. More than anything, I want him.
With my tongue starting at the bottom of his shaft, I lick up to his head, loving the rough hum of satisfaction he gives me.  Holding him steady at his base, I swallow him down as much as I can while pressing him to the back of my throat and moaning.
“Fuck.” Christopher murmurs the sexiest groan I’ve ever heard, his heels digging into the bed and his hips thrusting up.
The cuffs clink as he pulls against them again and they get my attention.  I’m already hot, desire and the slight chill in the air pebbling my nipples.  Without hesitation, I spread my legs and climb on top of him, sitting around his hips.  I don’t dare push him inside me, though, not yet. 
“I told you, you would beg me,” Christopher states, his lips staying parted with his heavy breathing matching my own.  “I didn’t expect you to steal that pleasure from me.”
“I could still beg you,” I answer and then drop a kiss onto his chest.  My hair falls around my shoulders, landing on his broad chest as I plant kisses there and trail up to his neck. My clit presses against his pubic hair and the sensation overrides my common sense.  As the heat builds inside of me, I rock against him, taking pleasure in the small motions, kissing and sucking up his neck, the rough stubble leaving small scratches behind, but I don’t care. 
When my lips meet his, he leans forward to deepen our kiss, his tongue pressing against my seam until I grant him entry.  Although I’m on top, although he’s the one bound, the kiss is very much led by him, possessive and demanding.
And I love it.
It takes everything I have in me to break it, letting my forehead rest on his as I whisper against his lips, “You lied to me.”
I’m all too aware that his body has stiffened and I know his eyes are open with his lashes brushing against my face, but I keep mine closed.
“I didn’t,” he says and his response is whispered against my throat.
My swallow is audible, the fear of confrontation rising, when I answer him, “You told me your name was Marcus.”
A prickling sensation travels down my body, as cold as ice and I don’t dare move, much less open my eyes as he sits up higher, jostling my body as he does. 
“I am many things, but I’m not a liar. You knew me as Marcus and that’s who I am.”
Slowly I open my eyes, kissing his lips that don’t move. 
“Tell me what your name is.” I give the command, but I’m begging him and he knows it.
“Stop it.”  His own inhale stutters and my heart breaks for him.
“Please,” I beg. 
There’s a heat and intensity between us that is raw and fragile, so easily broken but that’s why it’s so precious. 
“Your name is Christopher.”
“Stop it.”  His whisper is just as much a plea as my own and tears gather in my eyes as I confess, “And I love you.  I love you and I’m so sorry for what happened to you.”   
“Don’t say that name ever again,” he warns me, but he doesn’t move.  He could buck me off, he could push me to the side with his body.  He could fight back still, but he doesn’t.  He doesn’t move in the least.
Not until I remind him, “You’re the one who’s cuffed, Christopher.”
In a swift movement, he whips his body around, his arms crossing above my head as I’m thrown under him with a loud yelp. 
Naked and caged beneath him, I nearly kick out, my legs drawing forward, but I spread them instead so I don’t hurt him.  With his hips between my thighs, my back pushed into the mattress, his rigid cock presses against my heat.
The shadows dance along his strong body as he hovers over me.
“Stop it,” he warns and I shake my head, even now as I’ve lost my position that only held a semblance of power.
“I love you, Christopher.”
There is anger and pain etched into the chiseled features of his face as I lie there under him, daring to reach up and cup his chin.  Although he stares down at me, giving commands and taking away my power, it doesn’t stop me from kissing him and he kisses me back. At first he merely molds his lips to mine, and then soon he’s kissing me deep, feverishly taking from me.
Reaching lower, I guide him inside of me and then kiss his throat.  I tilt my hips up as he thrusts his down, stilling inside of me when I gasp. 
His girth stretches me to the slight point of pain, but the pleasure is so overwhelming the pain doesn’t matter.  It only adds to my desire for more. 
He’s still cuffed and it makes it harder for him until I slip under him, down the bed and let his forearms rest beside me. 
The moment I kiss him and tell him I love him again, he fucks me ruthlessly.  It’s a punishing fuck and I bury my screams in the crook of his neck, the smothering heat and overwhelming pleasure rocking through my body.





CODY
“Where is she?”
“I don’t know,” I say and my answer is riddled with the irritated energy I’ve had all night with him.
“You mean to tell me—”
“That I arrived. I heard her. I had to defend myself and by the time you got there, my partner was unconscious and she was gone. Yes,” I snidely hiss the last word, my hackles raising as my palms dig into the steel table I lean across. “Yes, Detective Skov, that’s what I’m telling you and I fucking hate you for it.” I let it all out, the pain and frustration and disgust at how she slipped through my fingers and … how my brother stole her from me. “I loathe your sorry ass, and I hope you go to bed every goddamn night knowing she’s still missing because of you.”
His dark eyes narrow into thin slits as he bites back for me to watch it.
“Fuck you,” I bellow from deep in my chest. The only thing that keeps me from striking out at him, is the very firm fact that every bit of what I’ve told to him, I’ve condemned myself for as well. “I fucking hate you and the fact that you let her get away.”
“Let her? Did she just up and walk away then?”
“Fuck you,” I manage to repeat as I fall back into the metal chair.
“Did she run away from you?” Anger blisters from every part of me as my fist clenches in response. The door to the room that’s become my second fucking home slams open.
“Enough,” Skov’s partner, Gallinger, barks. His slim frame appears even lankier with a cleanly shaven jaw. He slaps a folder down, this one thin and pulls back the other chair to take a seat facing me across the table. Skov is silent, but his shoulders tense. Whatever Gallinger has, it pisses Skov off which should give me comfort, but not a damn thing can soothe the pain that’s run through me since I searched that cell and saw she was gone.
She left with him. I went through hell to get to her, and I didn’t even get to see her to know she’s safe.
“What do you know of Delilah’s father?”
My gaze rises slowly to his. “Never met him.”
“What about the cases he worked on,” he says, then shifts his weight from left to right. It’s a nervous energy I haven’t seen from Gallinger yet.
“What about his cases?” I question and then shake my head. “He hadn’t been on a case in … decades.”
Silence sits between us.
“He was murdered,” the detective starts and I keep my expression as neutral as possible. I can’t give a damn thing away. Aiding and abetting is not on the list of crimes I intend to go down for.
“The evidence points to a partner.”
“A partner?”
The folder opens slowly, at the same time that Skov uncrosses his arms. Pictures appear of a young woman in black and white, and then another.
“A partner who had an appetite for young women and then went younger.”
“Brass and Jones?” I’m flabbergasted.
“It explains a number of things but more than that, there was evidence found in Brass’s home. Trinkets and keepsakes of the women. Things related to other cases.”
“What does that have to do with Delilah’s father?”
“He kept photographs. We suspected him …” Gallinger trails off as he shares a glance with Skov. “But not to this extent, and there was no evidence of a partner.”
“You’re shitting me,” I say, feeling my shoulders stiffen. “There’s no way her father—”
“He was nearly disbarred several times over the years for a series of claims. The women dropped the charges, but a pattern is a pattern and the timeline makes sense.
“We’ll ask again, what do you know of Delilah’s father?”
“Not a damn thing,” I reply without hesitation. I’m struck by disbelief, so much so, it takes me longer than it should to add, “I don’t have anything to say. So either let me go, or I want my lawyer.”
The air turns colder as the two men sit back in their seats.
“If you’ve got your suspects—” I start to say but Skov interrupts.
“They’re both dead and your girlfriend is still missing. It’s convenient, don’t you think?”
Leaning forward, I keep the threat in my voice thinly veiled as the command is murmured darkly, “Keep her out of this.” My heart hammers and I can’t breathe until the chill settles between us.
“You’re free to go, Special Agent Walsh … from this interrogation, although I’ve heard your superiors are wanting explanations. Apparently there are some things that don’t add up in your story.”
“What about Delilah?” My throat is tight. I’ll be damned if I let them stop looking for her. Marcus is a selfish prick and I don’t trust him to give her back. I don’t trust him at all anymore. I don’t trust anyone.
“Her sister heard from her. She’s no longer a missing person.”
My eyes widen and I stare between the two of them as Gallinger closes the folder.
“You look shocked, Special Agent Walsh.” Skov is nearly cocky with his comment.
Biting my tongue, I let the fact that she’s safe outweigh the hurt of knowing my phone hasn’t gone off. She didn’t reach out to me. Neither of them did.
“You’re lucky Evan Aldaine doesn’t remember what happened to him,” Skov says as he rises from his seat, indicating this interrogation is over.
“How’s that?” I question, not bothering to look up at him as a prick travels down the nape of my neck. I stay in my seat although the two men are standing and the door to the interrogation room remains wide open.
“My guess is that you went in to save her from shit you caused. He went with you as your backup but you couldn’t let him see whatever it was you did.”
The shit I caused … his assumption hits far too close to home.
“Maybe it’s because you went in with the intent to kill those perps,” he says and shrugs, in the nonchalant way that he has to make it seem as if the most horrid things don’t concern him, “I can’t blame you for that.” Sucking air between his teeth, he adds, “I’d have killed them too.
“But my guess is that she didn’t want you to save her, did she?” His question gets a huff from me as I stare straight ahead, ignoring both of their gazes that penetrate the most vulnerable parts of who I am. “She ran away, didn’t she? She knew this all happened because of you.”
“If it happened because of me, then how is it that her father was involved with Brass and coincidentally died just a week ago?” I dare to question him, finally meeting his gaze.
“Why don’t you tell me?” he prods, lifting a brow.
It’s easy enough to smirk at him and respond, “Why don’t you go fuck yourself?”
“The only reason I’m not worried about your ex, and I’m taking a leap there, I know. I just assume she’s your ex now …” his comment is meant to get to me, and it fucking does but I do my best not to show it, “… is because you aren’t yelling at us to find her. You know damn well she left you.”
Insecurity grips me at the back of my neck.
“You’re free to go, Walsh. If you have any information for us … be sure to drop by.” Skov’s condescension is laid on thick.
Gathering my things, I head out, hating this place. Hating every fucking thing. Shrugging my leather jacket on, I turn right to head to the parking lot and get the hell out of here. With my phone in my hand, I nearly miss Evan standing to the right of the building, a cigarette in his hand, the end of it glowing bright burgundy and smoke billowing from his mouth.
Fuck.
“Evan.” Shame keeps me from holding his gaze. Fog forms in front of my face. The temperature is only going to drop further tonight with the storm coming in. Rain washed away the snow, but what comes tonight will stick.
“I thought about calling and leaving this in a message, but then I thought maybe I could tell if you’re lying to me better in person.” Evan’s statement is a slap to my face and I deserve it.
He doesn’t owe me a damn thing after what I did to him. If I’d failed and that fucker killed me … he’d have killed Evan next.
“I’m sorry.” I say words that I know don’t fix a damn thing.
Blowing out the smoke, he drops his cigarette to the pavement, stubbing it out with the heel of his sneaker.
“You need to go into the office—don’t tell them anything other than you want to resign.” There’s not an ounce of emotion in his tone, only an order spoken dispassionately.
“What?”
His gaze narrows for a moment, but then it’s gone. There’s no animosity, only certainty that stares back at me. “It is what it is, Walsh. You stepped out of line. We’ve known for … how long now?”
“I don’t know what—”
It’s surprising how grateful I am that he silences my lies. “If you don’t resign, they’ll keep looking into it. From what I can tell, you brought that lawyer into it. You want her to go down too? End it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You used me. For a woman.” Contempt finally shows up to the conversation.
At least I have the balls to own up to that. “I did.”
“Don’t ever come to me for anything again.” He holds my gaze as he adds, “You’re dead to me.”
My throat is tight with remorse. “Evan, I—” The knowledge that I betrayed him in the most heinous of ways keeps me from continuing.
“What is it, Walsh? Spit it out.”
“I fucked up and if I could go back, I’d change it.”
“Was it worth it?”
I hesitate, letting the question sink in. Which part? All the way back to the beginning? Was it worth it? Were all the lies and deceit, all the murders and corruption worth having my brother in my life? Was it worth it to deliver justice to those who would have gotten away with creating more pain and misfortune than they already had? Was it worth it to fall in love with a woman who could never love me back? Was it worth it?
I can’t answer the question. The silence lasts too long between us. A look of disbelief accompanies a huff of disgust from Evan as he looks past me, shaking his head.
“Don’t call me again.” Before I can respond he adds, giving me nothing but his back as he walks away, “I told our boss to expect your letter of resignation on Monday.”





MARCUS
With her in the bathroom, I’m quick to sit up on my knees, press my shoulder against the headboard, and push on the top rail.  It’s old and the metal gives against my strength.  Gritting my teeth, I have to heave my weight against it once more to slip the thin cuffs up the column.  
I’m quiet while I consider my next steps.  Silently stalking to the dresser, I take a moment to unlock the cuffs from my wrists and the other ends that were attached to the iron rail. 
She is strong; she is determined.  And that does nothing but make me hard for her.  However, I have my limits and my little mouse is going to learn she can’t take advantage of me in any capacity and get away with it.  With the cuffs free I make my way back to the bed, right where I was.  The water at the sink turns off as I slip the two cuffs around the pole that isn’t attached to the broken rail.  This one won’t give like the other did, not with Delilah’s small frame. 
Lying down with my hands above my head, I wait for her.  I’ll wait as long as I have to in order to get her in my place instead. 
Christopher. She dared bring up that name.  The only thing that keeps me sane is her desire to love me with her words and her body.  When she leaves the bathroom in all her nakedness with the pads of her feet against the bare floor, I focus on that.  On her desire to use that strength she has, to try to heal me.  To love me.
I’m already hard again for her and filled with the thrill of teaching her a lesson.
There’s not a bit of her that has any suspicion as she lies down right where she was before, content on falling back to sleep, I imagine.  With her head on the pillow, her body close to mine and one hand on my chest, I know it’s going to be difficult to get both of her wrists cuffed to the bed.  I decide I’ll take them one by one.  The first is the crucial one.  If I can get one with hardly any fight from her, I can force the other.  My heart pounds in my chest.  She brought this upon herself.  And I love it. 
I love that she has fight in her.
Making my moves as quick as I can, I snatch her hand from my chest and pull it to the cuff.  It slips around her wrist as her eyes go wide. 
She struggles with a yelp and a violent push against my chest, but I’m faster.  I’m stronger, and it’s easy to pin her down and close the cuffs around her wrist.
“No!” she finally yells out.
“Oh no, little mouse, you started this game.” 
Her body writhes against mine, her gasps undeniably filled with fear.  The cuffs click as I link them together, placing her thin frame where she held me captive.  The heat of her body is addictive, her curves against mine everything I’ve dreamed of for years.  As my fingers trail down her soft skin, and the goosebumps travel along with my touch, she begs me to stop.
To stop. 
My body’s still pressed against her as tremors run through her.  For a moment, I worry I’ve hurt her; I lift my weight and account for every bruise.  Even still she violently pulls away from the cuffs, with motions that do nothing but dig the metal deeper into her wrists.  A moment passes, followed by another before I realize what the two of us were thinking are two very different things.
Her amber eyes don’t peer into mine with pupils dilated from desire. Instead they’re closed tight with fear etched onto her features.  I hate myself.
A sudden gasp warns me of the silent sob that threatens to spill from the only lips I’ve ever craved to kiss.  With the tips of my fingers just slightly brushing up her tank top, I wait for her to calm down.  I let a moment pass as the seconds tick by, praying she’ll come to her senses.
But I’m the one who’s confronted by the hard reality with every breath that passes and the panic not leaving her stiff body.  She’s terrified of me. 
“I would never hurt you,” I murmur and I’m not sure she heard me as tears leak from the corner of her eyes and her face presses against the pillow, refusing to meet my gaze.  Clearing my throat, I tell her again, clearer and louder, “I’m not going to hurt you.”
My timbre trembles toward the end of my statement and that’s when I truly realize the damage of this raw moment between us.  Both of us bared, and both of us scarred. 
“You think I’d hurt you?” My tone is wounded. 
Delilah’s inhale is stuttered with tears caught in her thick lashes.  Bruises still linger along her cheek and down her jaw. I’m gentle as I cup her face, mindful of the pain she’s in.  I swear I can feel it, I can feel her pain, and I haven’t the faintest idea if she can feel mine.
My gentle touch only elicits a harsh whimper from her.  With my throat tight and the haze of what I thought was between us subsiding, I lean back, listening to the bed groan as I put more distance between us.
Instantly her nipples harden, the cool air replacing my warmth and I climb off the bed, placing the comforter over her body.  With her wrists bound to the headboard, just as she’d cuffed me, I wait for her to look at me.  Her lips are cracked and her eyes puffy.  Her body badly beaten and weakened.  Yet she’s still perfect to me. 
When her sobs cease and she dares to peek up at me, I repeat the sentiment, “I would never hurt you.”
Shame seems to wash over her, but she doesn’t respond.  She doesn’t tell me that she knows I wouldn’t.  It’s a sharp knife to my heart realizing that she doesn’t know that truth.  How could she not know?
“I thought you loved me,” I tell her and instantly feel foolish at the confession.  Maybe it was something else.  Pity.  It’s been so long since I’ve fallen victim to that emotion.  She didn’t love me, it was only pity.
“I do.”  My gaze whips up from my battered hands to hers.  The room is dark, the blinds and curtains still closed tight.  It’s so quiet I can hear her swallow.  “I do love you,” she admits, and I swear my heart pumps once, sending the warm blood where it’s meant to go, but it’s far too slow to keep the organ beating.  There’s too much pain that floods the space.
“You thought I was going to hurt you,” I say, stepping back and the floorboard creaks beneath my weight.  That’s when I realize I’ve never allowed anyone in here.  There isn’t a soul who’s entered my home since the day I claimed it. 
Yet I brought her in here, because, for some absurd reason, I thought she belonged here.  It didn’t occur to me that perhaps I shouldn’t have brought her here.  Not until this moment, as she stares back at me.  Her eyes are filled with a knowing look as she whispers, “Yes, you scare me.”
The confession forces me to turn my back to her, my palms keeping me steady and upright as I flatten them against the top of the dresser.  The old wood feels cold beneath my skin, but it holds me up as I let it sink in.
“Christopher,” she calls out and instinctually I condemn the name with a threatening tone as I tell her, “Don’t say that name again.”  The murmur awards me a sharp intake from behind me.  Yet again, since I’ve taken control, I hate myself. 
Loving her has proven that in spades.  The more I love her, the more I hate myself.  Every event leading up to this moment swarms me.  Regret lingers on all of them. 
I question everything.  Even the moments in the barn, when I let her father live because he truly loved her.  How … wrong. How fucked up!  Anger simmers along my skin and I rip away the thin T-shirt.  My blunt nails drag across the back of my shoulders and up the nape of my neck. 
“You scare me, but I love you.” 
“Don’t lie to me,” I bite out, leaning forward on the dresser and slowly opening my eyes to see my reflection as I add, “I don’t deserve that.”  The moment the statement is spoken, I deny it; I deserve everything she throws at me.  I don’t hold any right to anything from her.  Certainly not her honesty when I’ve kept so much from her for years.  Sorrow and regret chill my skin, to my flesh, down to the marrow of my bones.  
She murmurs, “You can love someone while fearing them.”
“No, you can’t.”  It hurts to admit that, especially to her.  To the only person I know I’ve truly loved since I was a child.  Maybe I’m broken inside, so badly broken that I can’t recognize what true love is.  I only imagined it.   
No, that’s not true.  Denying the question in my head, I know damn well I love her.  I have loved her for as long as I can remember now.  Hanging my head, I mutter, more to myself than to her, “The only fear that’s to be had when you love someone is the fear of losing them.”
I don’t even know she’s heard me until she answers, her voice strong enough to force me to look back at her, “You’re wrong.  There are so many different kinds of love.”
“I only know one.”  I stare back at her, my gaze lingering on every inch of her skin until I make my way to the pain in her eyes.  This is my fault.  It’s time that I pay for it.
“I wish I weren’t afraid of you,” she confesses, her voice distorted by raw pain. 
“That makes two of us, little mouse.”  It takes a deep inhale before I can get the rest out.  “I’m sorry I brought you into this.” My voice shakes as I say words that sound like goodbye.  My sweet Delilah rages against the cuffs for the first time, the metal clanking against the iron frame as she attempts to pull herself upright, but it’s no use.  She’s not getting out of there, not until Walsh comes to get her.
“I never should have come near you.” I utter the confession as Delilah shakes her head, her wild eyes refuting it. 
“No,” she exclaims. “Stop talking, stop it!”
“I’ll leave you alone.  I won’t hurt you again.” I speak aloud what I know to be right, even as my vision blurs and my chest seems to hollow with agony.
“Marcus, I’ll call you Marcus!” she screams over top of my apology.  “Please don’t leave me!” she cries out, fresh tears spilling.  “Please, Marcus, please,” she begs me, her body arching in protest. 
I am a weak man as my grip tightens on the doorframe, so close to leaving her like I know I should.  “Please, Marcus, please!  Don’t leave me!
“Walsh will come for you.”
“Please! I want you!  Please!” 
She wants me. I let the soothing balm of her words calm a piece inside of me that longs for her affection.  I know it’s only because of the predicament she’s in.  Cuffed to a bed in a broken-down house, all alone and in the dark, she’d seek comfort from anyone.  But still I hesitate to leave. 
“Don’t leave me,” she whimpers, her head hanging low and her words weakened by defeat. 
“I told you, little mouse,” I say and look back to see her, really see her and what I’ve done to her. “We all break.”
She screams out as I close the door behind me, striding as far away from her as I can to dim her cries.  It won’t take her long to quiet, I’m sure. 
I don’t give myself time to think; I text Walsh my address without allowing another moment to pass for me to reconsider, to hold onto hope that I’m wrong. 
I watch the clock, knowing he’s nearly an hour away. 
Curiosity gets the better of me when her cries turn silent.  I have to know she’s all right more than anything else.  She couldn’t possibly hurt herself, but still, I have to be sure. 
Although her shoulders rise and fall with deep, unsteady breaths, her eyes stay closed as the door creeps open. 
The comforter’s slipped down her body and I use that as an excuse to bring it up around her shoulders.  She’s still as I do, but I know she’s awake when she slightly leans into my touch. She keeps her lips pressed tight as her bottom lip trembles.  The plea is so close to being spoken. 
Slowly, I lie down behind her.  And when I do, an inhale of relief greets me, her lips parting and her body slightly gravitating toward mine, her back to my front.
It reminds me of the night I first lay with her, when I told her to close her eyes.
If only we had the luxury of living our entire lives like that, in blissful ignorance. 
It’s selfish to lie down with her.  Everything about her calms me.  With my eyes closed, I breathe her in, knowing it’ll be the last time.  I wish that the memory of this moment would comfort me, but given how I have to be careful of her bruises and that I’m the one who made her cry last, this moment will only serve as a reminder to why I should stay far away.
We breathe in unison and it’s her steady breaths that calm mine.  When I kiss the curve of her neck, she whispers that she loves me, and I believe her, I really do. 
So much so, that it lulls me to sleep beside her.
It’s not until the door creaks open and my brother stares back at me, that I wake up, my eyes tired and full of shame.
“I didn’t mean to be here,” I confess to him as his eyes widen with unspoken questions.  I do my best not to wake her as I creep out of bed and turn away from him.  His weight shifts at the door, causing the floorboards to creak.
“Just get her to her sister.”
Cody nods in agreement and I walk past him, neither of us saying another word as I leave him to save her from this nightmare in a way I never can escape.





DELILAH
“I’m begging you.” My sister’s voice is strained as I sit in her office. The faint bruise on my left arm is barely there anymore. I’ve traced it idly this past week. It’s the last remaining reminder of what happened. Physically speaking, that is.
“Cody begged you, and now I’m begging.” The mention of Cody’s name does something to me. There’s a place inside my chest that’s felt empty for days. I can barely look at him. I know he wants me still, and he blames himself when he shouldn’t. I told him he shouldn’t. My sister told him to give me time. But time isn’t going to change any of this.
Her voice is thick with embitterment when she says, “For Christ’s sake, do you want me to get down on my knees?”
“Is this because I asked to meet you here instead of your apartment?” I know damn well she’s not pushing the issue just because I don’t want to go back to her apartment. Still, it’s a defense. The reason she wants me to go into therapy is multifaceted but she understands I didn’t want to go back to her place, and have this conversation in the place I was abducted.
I’ll be fine if I never go back there again.
My sister starts in again. “You didn’t go to mom’s funeral. You aren’t sleeping.”
“And how would you know that?” I question snidely, even though she’s right.
“You look like hell, Delilah.” I scoff at her comment. “And you should,” she stresses, almost as if an apology.
“You went through hell, so it makes sense that you’d look like it.”
“Well, thanks for that,” I say and pull my purse into my lap, sitting stiffly on a very comfortable sofa draped in deep blue velvet. The clock above my sister’s desk ticks away as she sighs, both frustrated and saddened. “You need to talk to someone. It doesn’t have to be me.”
Playing with the thin necklace that drapes across my décolleté, I do my best to consider what she’s asking me to do. She wants me to tell all my secrets to someone like her. A man or a woman who supposedly won’t judge me, yet they’ll have the option to give me pills if they deem them fit.
Isn’t that a part of judgment? Sighing to myself, I ask her, “Do you really think it’s going to help me?”
I know what would help me, but he’s not answering me. I have no way to see him, no way to make any of this better.
“I’m seeing someone,” my sister says and leans forward, “after mom …” She leaves the word dying unspoken, leaning back in her seat. The leather groans as she continues, “And what happened with our father.”
I can’t bear the mention of our father. Staring past my sister’s cream blouse, I focus on the textured wallpaper that lines her office. It’s a simple damask pattern in a pale blue and cream colorway.
“Don’t bring up Dad, please.” Cadence’s shoulders sag slightly, her brow raising in condolence. I didn’t realize how much she loathed him until I saw her reaction to the news that our father was a serial killer.
Beyond a moment of surprise, she believed every word to be true without hesitation.
I still don’t know what I believe.
He took the fall for all those murders. Some of those murders, though, really were his handiwork. Without a doubt, I know he must’ve killed them. I remember the names of some of those women. They news was peppered with them when I was younger. A series of young girls going missing, each time happening closer to home, and a public outcry for their bodies to be found.
I remember the way my mother stared at the television, demanding my sister and I never stay out late and always check in even though we were so much younger than the victims. There’s no way she knew my father committed those murders. At least not then, but somehow, I think she found out. Or maybe she only suspected.
I wish she were alive so I could ask her. I wish I knew what she was thinking and why she stayed with him if she thought he’d killed them.
“You know he did it, don’t you?” My sister’s question brings me back to the here and now, and the faint memories of childhood vanish. “Did you read the articles?”
“I read them,” I lie.
“The parts about you aren’t true.”
“I know,” I say to go along with her although I imagine some parts are true; not in black and white, but they’re true in the gray areas. Maybe because I know the truth and I’m holding it in. Therefore, whatever comes out is most certainly a lie.
“There’s no evidence that you were involved. They can’t pin a thing on you. It’s all—”
“Circumstantial,” I say, finishing the sentence for her. “I know,” I repeat, my voice quieter and the fight in her eyes draining.
“It’s not okay that anyone thinks you were a part of any of this.”
The steady ticking of the clock passes between us before my sister starts up again, saying, “You’re not okay.”
“I know.”
“What if …” she starts with a hint of optimism and leaves her place in the wingback chair across from me to round her desk. The drawer opens and closes quickly enough, and she presents me with a pale blue journal.
“What if you put whatever you’re feeling in this?”
“You therapists and your journals.” It has the softest leather cover, but it feels like betrayal in my palms.
“I’ll feel better if you’ll tell me you’ll at least try,” she says, attempting a compromise. Her tone is telling, as if she’s certain this is the solution. “If things get bad or start to slip even the slightest … will you come talk to me?”
“So you can be my shrink?” My response is both dismissive and playful. “I thought you got a promotion and you won’t have time for patients?”
Her smile makes me smile. It’s humble and small, but I know this is a big deal for Cadence. “The Rockford Center won’t be open for another month. So I can’t start my position there just yet, but it’ll be nice to be in a brand-new facility and with patients who …”
She trails off and the smile fades. My sister is a hero in so many ways. In ways I could never be. Christopher’s face flashes before my eyes and I nearly lose it on the spot. It takes everything in me to hide the swell of emotions.
“Well, you know.” She sucks in a breath and relaxes her posture then asks, “What’s going on with you and Cody? Have you talked to him at least?”
I struggle to answer her honestly, so I deflect, although I’m sure she’s well aware that’s what I’m doing. “I don’t have time to think about my sex life right now, not with the board meeting coming up.” Another lie. So many damn lies.
The truth about Cody is that it all makes me feel like I’ve lost my mind.
Love and hate are both insane.
If they were products of a sane mind, the two emotions would be logical and controllable. God knows they aren’t.





MARCUS
I’ve written so many notes with deep strokes that left the paper embossed with names. Too many to know for certain, but at least thousands of letters and hundreds of names. This one is so very different from all the others.
At the top of the page, the blue ink barely touched the notepad. Featherlight script trails down the page, each letter carefully placed. It’s not a warning or a message, but a question that I’m not sure she’ll answer.
Maybe I’m selfish, but I had to ask her, even if I don’t know how she’ll respond to it.
Even worse, I’m not sure how to sign it. I don’t know which name should appear at the bottom. Which man she’d be willing to meet one last time at the barn where all this began.

CHRISTOPHER OR MARCUS. The pen hangs in the air just like the question, and it feels as if my life hovers with them.

IT STARTED at the old barn that served as my refuge and then became the hell that raised me … and it should end there. I’m willing to close this chapter, I’m willing to never write another name down for as long as I live, so long as she’ll listen to me. So long as she believes me. I’ve never wanted anyone to see me and to know my story, the way I crave for her to know every detail. Swallowing thickly, I sign the note and drag air into my lungs. Listening to the crackle of wood splintering and smoldering in the fireplace, I turn to watch the embers burn bright.
This place holds secrets in every corner, moments where I devised plans and sought evidence of justice in the keepsakes I’ve taken. Although I’ve parted with a number of them now, all in efforts to put blame elsewhere.
Whether or not Delilah meets me, I’ll leave this place and never return. Walsh will wander here, I know he will. He’s come many a time in search of me. He’s the only one I’ve met here. He must know it means something to me. After all, I brought the love of our lives here, I mended her here and lay beside her without worry. He will come back. He’ll find the note I left for him. Riggins is expecting his call if ever my brother needs anything. I’ll leave it all to him.
The knowledge that this address was once the home of a family I sought justice for has escaped him for years. I had to buy it and live here just so I could sleep after I slaughtered the men who took their daughter and ripped their family apart. After ending their lives, I stole every penny they had and took on their wealth and names for years. Even the deed to this place bears the name of a man who’s long dead but according to records, resides elsewhere and the place is thought to be empty, waiting for him when he returns.
I imagine one day I’ll forget this address, but I’ll always remember her name. For so long, it’s the names of the victims that I used to justify what I’d done. I murdered, I stole, I manipulated situations to wreak havoc and send bad men to war against one another. And all of it was justified if I could name their victims.
It’s her name, Delilah Jones, that prompts me leaving this place forever.
I simply can’t go back. Not after what’s happened.
The only other thing I regret is bringing my brother into this. He could have had a different life; instead I led him into the nightmare with me. Delilah and Cody will forever be the names that counter the one I took, Marcus.
I can’t do this any longer, but I don’t know how my brother will recover. I don’t know where any of us will go from here. Which is why I have to meet her one more time.
Crossing out the name at the bottom of the note, I write another there instead.
Maybe she’ll realize I’m trying. If that doesn’t prove to her that I am willing to do anything to keep her close, I don’t know what will.





DELILAH
A ll I can think as his silhouette comes into view, is whether I’ll have the strength to call him Christopher and what he’ll do if that name slips from my lips.
He isn’t the man in a dark alley they call the grim reaper. He isn’t a supervillain with inhuman strength. He’s not a demon or the devil. He’s a man who was hurt, cut deep and never able to heal. So he bled all over the world, letting all those who he felt wronged him drown in it.
Christopher is a broken man and that scares me, because I don’t know how he’ll ever heal, but my inner voice screams to help him. Because I irrevocably love him.
“I haven’t been able to sleep,” I say, ignoring the heavy thoughts when I’ve made my way to the large oak tree just beyond the barn. The field is barren and recently harvested. In the distance, a sliver of silver stains the background, snow that’s yet to melt from the storm this past week. It’s cold and lonely and in the dead of winter, there’s not a soul out here on the edge of this Podunk town.
The bitter bite in the air has turned the tip of Christopher’s charming nose and his high cheekbones a shade of pale pink. Even his chiseled jaw holds a hue of rose. With a black wool coat and dark blue jeans, a hint of stubble on his face and freshly cut hair, he could pretend to be a CEO or businessman and I’d fall for it. Those baby blue eyes of his could fool the best of the world into believing whatever he said.
“You look beautiful, though,” he murmurs and eats up the small distance between us with quick strides. I swear I feel warmer just looking at him, even if he is feet away. “Even if you are tired,” he adds and then swallows thickly. The nervous energy pricking between us is almost palpable.
I nearly call him by name, telling him I can’t do this. Instead I rip my gaze from his, ignoring the stampeding in my chest to search along the tree line for anyone who could be watching. In this position out in the open, we’re exposed. Anyone and everyone could see us, if only they knew where to look or bothered to be here. But we’re all alone and why would anyone bother to look for us?
I’m of no consequence and my father will forever carry the moniker of serial killer for crimes I know Christopher has committed.
With that thought in my mind, I focus on the building behind Christopher. The run-down barn my father bought years ago is decrepit and in disarray. He didn’t keep up with it in the decades since I’ve left home, that much is obvious.
I tell myself the only reason I came is to forgive Christopher for pinning all those murders on my father. To acknowledge that he saved me and to thank him … To kiss him one more time. To end a business deal of sorts that we made in a cheap hotel room weeks ago when he told me I would beg for him. He wasn’t wrong, but there’s no need for such a deal to exist anymore.
The very thought makes my heart ache with longing. Maybe I should confess to him that I don’t know what I’ll become, but a part of me longs to be with him. That a small voice whispers wherever he would take me, I’d feel at home. Whatever I’d be beside him, I’d feel is right.
He clears his throat and my attention is brought back to him. To his handsome face and the obvious tension between us. It blisters as if we’re surrounded by fire, when in reality it’s the chill of winter that batters us.
“I don’t know how to start,” he admits and takes a heavy inhale.
Shoving my hands into my pockets, I clear my throat too and stare down at my feet. I’ve worn my best pair of heels even though I knew we were meeting at the old farm by my family house. I’d be lying to myself if I said the dress beneath my double-breasted trench coat wasn’t picked out just for him, along with the lacy lingerie.
I even chose the dark red shade because I know the color complements and suits my caramel skin. I wear it on every first date, and yet I chose to wear it this evening. As the sun sets, leaving us little light, and the cold surrounds us, daring me to expose the deep-V of my bra. As if I would.
Embarrassment rises inside of me. “Whatever you have to say,” I tell him, “just say it.”
There’s a pain that flashes across his face, and I have to admit, I feel it deep in the marrow of my bones as well.
It must mean something, I tell myself, when you can’t stand to say that final goodbye. He takes another step forward, and before I can deny him or even think twice, he leans forward, closing his eyes and I close mine too, my entire being relaxing from the gentle kiss. My coat rustles as I reach out to him, letting the cold hit my hands as I splay them against his chest, wishing we were anywhere else.
The kiss surprises me, as does my reaction to it. These last few nights I’ve dreamed of him, but it’s only this side I can accept. The other things … what he’s done and why he’s done them, they still scare me. They terrify me. The version of him now, lures me to sleep. The other half of him is what wakes me in the middle of the night with violent screams chasing my breath.
“This is for you.” Christopher’s words are whispered, his lips pressing against mine just slightly until he pulls back, making me lean forward and subconsciously I rise onto my tiptoes, needing more and unable to break the kiss.
He does end it, though, leaving me longing and my heart pounding in my chest. A fear slips into my blood, raging as my pulse quickens. There’s something here between us, some sense of pain that threatens to drown me if ever I didn’t have this man.
Before I can bear to speak the thought in my mind, that this moment isn’t a goodbye, that the kiss he just placed on my lips wasn’t the last we’ll share, Christopher pulls out a small box.
It’s simple by design and plastic. He doesn’t hesitate to pull back the lid and apart from a silver hinge, the only thing in the box is a small red button.
“What is it?”
“It breaks me every time I come here and I didn’t know why … I didn’t know why I couldn’t stand to be here and how I questioned everything when I thought about this barn.”
“This barn?” A deep crease settles between my brow as my mind races for an explanation as if I should already know what Christopher means.
“I learned from your father. I came here, lived here and I watched everything he did.” The confession wreaks havoc on my consciousness, on the memories I have of my father. No. I’m quick to deny it all. He’s lying.
“Christopher,” I say and his name is a warning, one that pulls me from the shock of his confession. “I know my father … he … I don’t know what he did but …” My head shakes on its own, the small child inside of me screaming that whatever the man in front of me is about to say, it’s not true.
It doesn’t take more than a second to pass, before I know that it is true, though. He wouldn’t lie to me. Christopher wouldn’t fill my head with a tale that could destroy me. Not if he could help it.
He’s silent and it’s then I notice the small box trembles in his hand. Tears gloss over and the vision of him, the man in the shadows, the man who’s done so much wrong in this world, it blurs.
“I want to share it with you,” he whispers. Swiping quickly under my eyes, I pull myself together, standing straighter and steadying my breath. “I have to. I have to tell someone.” His swallow is audible and there’s a vulnerability in his eyes, one that shines in his sharp blue eyes, begging not to be denied.
“I’m here,” I answer him in a ragged whisper, still coping with my own truth and realizations, straightening my shoulders and praying that if nothing else, a confession will heal a small piece of him. I’m desperate for that mending to take place. More than my own sanity, I crave for him to be well.
“It’s going to take more than one conversation, I’m afraid,” he tells me, leaving the question hanging there and before I can ask it, he gives it life. “I need time and I want it with you. I need to,” he pauses and stares past me, and then glances over his shoulder at the barn. “I need to acknowledge what happened.”
“What happened?” I dare to ask him and instead of answering, he brings the plastic box up higher and asks me, “Will you destroy it? Would you destroy the barn because I wanted it to end?”
My eyes widen with the question and I take a half step back. “It’s a bomb?” I breathe out at the realization, letting him hear my fear.
“It’s an ending,” he offers me, his voice strained. “Would you let it end if it meant that tomorrow I would seek you out? Every day after, I would go where you went and tell you every secret and every confession. I would give you everything if you would let me. But would you end this piece so I never had to see it again? So I could let it rest?”
There’s nothing but agony in his question, a strength that’s undeniable, but it’s crippled by pain. “Please,” he adds, “would you do it for me?”
The need to put an end to his pain is greater than any fear. I didn’t recognize it as a truth until my hand reached out, my fingers covering the back of his hand and my thumb pressing on the button without a word spoken. There’s a soft click as the button is pressed, my inhale nearly a gasp. As he steps forward, a hand wrapping around my back, I wish I could watch as the sight unfolded.
The bang of an explosion that rips a shocked, sharp breath from me. The base of the building giving out and the clatter of what nearly sounds like thunder surrounding us. It’s a violent moment, destruction claiming the building and the warmth of fire felt far too soon as it engulfs the building.
But as it is, I can’t pull my eyes away from his hungry gaze. As the building collapses and flames rage in the distance, only a few hundred feet away, I’m held captive by Christopher and the intense pull and spark between us.
He’s the one to break it.  To let the box fall to the ground as the burning rubble collapses in the distance.  He’s the one to grip my hips and pull me closer so he can crash his lips against mine.  His touch is possessive and just as hot and smoldering as the fire. 
I’m the one to take it further, though, slipping my hands through his coat and up his shirt, desperate for my skin to be against his.  He follows suit, pulling my coat open and dropping his lips lower, trailing down my throat and along my collarbone.
“I need you,” he groans against my skin and I’ve never been so thankful to hear those words. 
It’s a storm of chaos as he drops me to the ground.  The desire is at odds with every move he makes.  Hovering over me, caging me in, yet savoring our deepened kiss with the low groans of a satisfied man.  Carefully lifting my coat, he only uncovers what he needs to gain access, slowly slipping my underwear down and all the while his gaze stays on mine, waiting for my reaction.
“Please,” I beg him in a whisper, such a soft sound compared to the chaos just beyond us, but if feels as if I screamed the plea.  It’s the only sound that matters. Lowering his lips to the crook of my neck, he runs my arousal over my clit in steady circles before moving his fingers lower and teasing me. 
Pleasure ripples through my body, forcing me to arch my back.  The heat wars against the bitter cold in the air.  As I moan my pleasure, Christopher silences me with a kiss.  This one is different from all the others—gentle, caressing yet possessive.  As he pulls away, I stare into his piercing gaze and then my lips part in a silent scream.  He enters me in a swift stroke, completely and fully, his own lips parting and a deep rumble of lust leaving his throat. 
It’s painful, thrilling and gratifying all at once.  The heat takes over every inch of me as he moves.  His thrusts are forceful, but each time he kisses me, peppering them on my skin with a delicacy that doesn’t match his motions, I need more.  It’s sweet, agonizing torture as he pushes the impending threat of my orgasm higher and higher.
We’re both out of breath when he finds his release, my nails scratching down his back as I cry out his name. 
Smoke billows steadily from the rubble of the barn, and the scent is carried along gusts of wind.  The chill returns faster than I thought it would, but then again I’ve never been a few hundred yards from a raging fire of destruction.
“You meant it didn’t you, when you said you’d come find me? That you’d stay with me?” I know he didn’t say those exact words; stay was never spoken from his lips, but that’s what I want from him. I don’t want him to leave because I’m afraid he won’t come back. Selfishly, I would sleep better if I knew he was beside me. I would sleep so deeply feeling him lay next to me.
“I think you need time to decide what you want.”
“And if I want you to stay?”
“If you want me to stay, I’ll stay.”
“I want to leave this place. I want—”
“Give it time. You need to know so much more than you do. The only thing I ask is that you don’t tell anyone who I am.”
I almost tell him I’d never tell anyone he was Marcus, but he continues and what he says feels like a knife to the heart.
“I’m not ready to be Christopher. If you have to tell my name to someone, I’d rather be anyone else … I’d rather be Cody. Please,” he whispers, “don’t tell them what really happened. I’d rather be Cody and if you could lie for me, I’ll tell you everything, give you everything and be whoever you need me to be. I’m just not ready to be Christopher again.”
My tears slip down my cheeks silently as I watch him staring at the flames subsiding in the distance. “Please promise me, Delilah. You can call me Christopher, but don’t tell anyone. Please. I’d rather be anyone else to all of them.”
I try to hide the pain in my voice as I whisper, “I promise” and wipe away the tears, as if they were never there.





DELILAH
How many times this week will I utter the words “I love you,” and yet it feels like I’m saying goodbye?
“Please tell me what happens,” my sister urges me and my throat feels tight as I stand outside the mahogany wood doors with the phone pressed to my ear. The foreboding doors extend from floor to ceiling in the hall.
It’s not these exact doors that I laid eyes on when I first experienced the awe of what was just behind them. The courtroom and the men who brought justice to those who desperately needed it. But they’re all the same, aren’t they? All these doors.
When I was a child, they intimidated me, as did the men who sat beside my father on the other side of them. Now, though, they’re only doors I don’t wish to ever step through again. They hold no meaning any longer.
“Did you hear me, Delilah?” My sister’s voice brings me back to the present.
“Hmm?”
“Tell me what happens.”
My answer is far too even, far too calm for the lie it is when I say, “Of course I will.”
I could already tell her the outcome, though. I won’t fight it. The accusations aren’t true, but I won’t fight them. With what little I have left, there’s not an ounce of me that gives a damn to fight the charges brought against me.
Ending the call with an honest I love you, I pocket my phone and face the board that will address the charges and my standing in this courtroom.
Their voices drone on with their stern expression reflecting revulsion or concern as my gaze travels down each of the faces I recognize so well. Men and women I strived to earn a position beside.
It feels like that was a lifetime ago.
“Miss Jones, you realize that we are discussing disbarment?”
“I do.”
“Do you have anything at all that you’d like to say?”
“It was an honor,” I say and my tone is respectable, but there’s not a bit of fight in it. All that I was is no longer recognizable in the echoing chamber of this room. “It was an honor to prosecute alongside you all.”
“Do you not deny the unethical nature of your recent actions and the speculation of criminal activity?” The question comes out incredulously.
“You didn’t do this.” My friend, boss, and mentor’s eyes are wide as she makes the statement. Her expression is one of complete shock.
“I urge you to reconsider—” Another member of the board who appears more confused than anything attempts to bring order to the room as murmurs erupt.
“It is her mental health,” Claire pipes up again. She isn’t wrong, but I’m not willing to go back to the reality I once held so close to my heart.
Malden rebuts Claire’s assertion, saying, “There is no evidence to support that and you do not speak on her behalf.”
“Delilah, say something,” Claire’s command is more of a plea. Her ever-imposing features are distraught. “You did not do what you are being accused of,” she speaks clearly and her tone is far more stable than it was a moment ago, but the crease in her brow and sorrow in her eyes tell me she’s anything other than balanced. She’s on edge. They all are.
The five of them stare back at me from where they sit and I feel nothing. I represented them and this court. I failed them. If nothing else, I can admit to that.

THE TENSION in the room is all for them. I feel nothing.

“I AM content with the board’s decision that I am not fit to practice law.” I practiced that statement this morning. I practiced speaking it calmly and clearly. It is my decision and it is best that I never hold any power of convincing others what is right and what is wrong again. “I am not fit for it.”
“For the moment—” Claire emphasizes with a pleading tone as she stands to her feet. The words aren’t meant for me. Her palms are on the large conference table as she leans over. “She cannot be held to the standards of the court when her mental state is in question.”
“Without any evidence from Miss Jones to support your statement that she isn’t mentally well, or any—”
“We have not even done an investigation!” Claire’s voice rises and all four men stare down the table at her. She’s losing it, her emotions getting the best of her. I wish she wouldn’t fight for me.
There’s a moment of deadened silence. It seems to dawn on her that it’s four against one. There’s a part of me that feels guilty, but if she knew the truth, she wouldn’t take my side in this. She’d join those four men and take their judgment in stride.
“The charges brought against her are severe and there does not appear to be any defense other than your claims that she is not well, Miss Eastings.” The argument progresses. Four against one until Claire heaves in a steadying breath and adjusts her blouse before taking her seat once again. She’s worn the look of defeat many times, but never did it age her like it does now.
I wish I could tell her I was sorry. If I could lie in this moment, I’d thank her and apologize for not fighting by her side as she speaks up for me. The reverence and compassion are still met with gratitude just the same, but I cannot lie. I’m not sorry to allow this to happen. I’m not sorry to be silent now and accept their judgment. I never want to cross beyond doors like ones behind me after I leave today. Never again.
Her passion should be saved for someone else. Someone who needs a voice to fight for them. Someone who’s gone through hell and once they’ve reached the end of it, they remain surrounded by a fire that holds them hostage until someone stronger can put it out.
Those people exist. The devil staying by their side to torment them with the memories of what injustice has been done to them. They surround us every day, hiding their pain and carrying on as if they’re like us, but they aren’t. The pain consumes them and they’re the ones she should save her passion for. Not me.
I knew what I was doing, and I walked into that purgatory after a flame that singed my mind. The devil still walks beside me, but I choose him for comfort.
“The complicit nature of your actions regarding your father’s death and potential crimes surrounding it and many others that have been recently opened with new information previously held in, not only your father’s possession, but openly in your family home …”
There are over fifty cases that he refers to. Fifty names that are now etched in stone lying in quiet graveyards.
This bar cannot be tainted with someone who worked so closely with so much injustice.
“This information that’s been brought to our attention and the formal complaint brought against you … it’s,” he says, then with an audible exhale, Malden finishes, “it’s alarming to say the least.”
“What you do today could affect your ability to defend yourself in these cases, Delilah,” Claire pleads with me once more, her eyes glossy and the corners of her thinning lips turned down.
“I didn’t—” I nearly defend myself, I nearly explain to her simply because she’s more than a boss and a friend, she’s someone who will need answers. It’s who she is; I should know because it’s who I used to be.
My shoulders rise as my lungs fill with a steadying breath. “I make no statement. I will not participate in the investigation and I have no desire to refute any complaints that have been brought forward.”
“Miss Jones, you have to know,” David Perry speaks. He’s another lawyer, older, the same age my father would be.
“I accept whatever decision the board makes.”
“She is not well,” Claire says once again, although she doesn’t rise from her seat and her fingers lace together in front of her.
All I can think, as the discussion continues without my voice being needed, is that I loved this. I loved all of this for so long. It’s yet another love that has turned to goodbye.
With their voices muted and my vision blurring, the crack of wood split with the hiss of a fire envelops me. The flames rage in the back of my mind, wild and untamed. A piece of my sanity whispers, it’s unethical as well. My passion is buried with the soot of what happened in the last months. My fervor is no longer logical, it is not black and white and line by line of precedence and rules. The burning need for justice is still there, not even buried beneath the surface, I feel it still and I doubt that will ever change.
Regardless of what these men and woman say today or tomorrow, I am not fit any longer, but not for any reason they could possibly imagine.
Maybe if they knew our story, all of it from every one of us, they’d realize I should have never been in a courtroom. I wasn’t meant for a life of what is right and wrong. My life was meant for one moment, one travesty that created a ripple of transgressions.





CODY
It’s not the worst thing in the world, I think to myself.
As if resigning is what’s on my mind. As if that’s what has me staring forward at a battered dartboard across the bar. The lively room is at odds with every emotion that’s dim and muted inside of me. This constant loss that seems to only hollow out more and more of me as the days wear on.
I have nothing left. That’s all I can think. Every piece of my world crumbled so quickly and without any chance at all of me stopping the wreckage. It was foolish for me to think I had any control at all or that I could keep up with the lies and sins.
With every tick of the clock, I accept my role and how I set the pieces into motion. I let each cog of the wheel turn, only watching as the time passed and the inevitable occurred.
There’s a rousing cheer from my left, a group of men happily clinking their bottles together in celebration of whatever just played on the televisions that line that wall.
At one point, I would pretend to share their sentiment, for no other reason than to blend in so I could continue to hide my secrets in plain sight.
Now, though, I seem to prefer fading. It feels … justified to say the least.
Ghosts of a glass filled with white wine and an easy laugh sit at the end of the bar where I first laid eyes on Delilah. I knew then the person I was and still, I tainted her. I remember how she twirled a curl of her hair between her fingers that night years ago. I remember how she glanced at me. I remember thinking I could never give in. And yet … I did. Now all I have left are memories that never should have been.
Even as another patron takes the seat next to mine, a beer in both hands, one for him and one for the woman beside him, all I think about is her.
The scent of white wine and florals that drifted from her when we sat across from one another at a high-top table like this. The night she first kissed me will haunt me forever.
For what it did to her and the series of events that followed, I can’t bring myself to feel anything but a deluge of regret.
“There you are.” Delilah’s voice is amiable, which doesn’t fit right on her. Even the grace of a gentle smile in greeting only adds to the loneliness.
With her small hand raised, the bartender recognizes her and brings over a glass. All the while we wait in silence and I drink her in.
“How are you?” I ask the simple question and I never realized how much it means to me. To go days without knowing and suffering in each moment that I question it, it truly carries the weight of the world in three small words that are so commonly spoken without regard.
“I’m not okay,” she admits, a sadness seemingly lifting up the corners of her lips before she takes a sip of the sweet wine. Her dark red lipstick leaves an imprint on the clear glass.
“Is there anything I can do?” I ask, wishing I could go back and fix it all. But just like shards of a broken mirror, it’ll never be the same again even if I could mend all the pieces and make it seemingly whole once more.
She only shakes her head slightly and then her amber eyes meet mine. “How are you?”
“I’ve been better,” I answer although I hold so much back. How is it that even after all of this, I still can’t give her the honesty that begs to be spoken?
“I’m sorry,” she whispers and retreats to her wine, admitting, “I wish I knew how to make it better, but I don’t.”
“You’re with him?” I have to ask. I have to know for sure. Seeing him in bed with her … I can’t wrap my mind around it. How I could love someone so deeply, yet hold back because someone else needs her love more. It’s as if I’m wrapped in barbed wire and I don’t know how it happened or how to escape, but either way, I simply stay as still as I can so the razors don’t cut any deeper.
“I was,” she answers and both of us watch her thin fingers glide down the stem of the glass. “I was with him yesterday,” she tells me.
“You love him?”
With her hair pulled away from her face, styled in a high bun and her sheer black blouse hanging delicately off her shoulders, she can’t hide her expression. It’s one that clearly displays sorrow. Not for herself; the melancholy is saved for me.
“I do,” she answers simply and then takes in an uneasy breath, pushing her half glass of wine away from her. “I didn’t mean for any of this—”
“I know,” I say, cutting her off and turning my body to face the bar so I can stare straight ahead at the worn wooden dartboard once again. “I didn’t mean for it to happen either.”
Even as I feel her slipping away, I haven’t a clue what to say to her. Everything that comes to mind would only make things worse, it would only tangle the wire that much tighter around my throat. I have to say something, though.
“You know, even if I’m not with you, even if you never kiss me again, I’ll still love you.” The feeling of loss coats my confession. “You know that, don’t you?”
“Funny.” She manages a sad smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “I was about to say the same to you, but it sounded too much like goodbye.”
“I never did like goodbyes,” I comment if for no other reason than to end it, but she doesn’t let it go.
“You’ll let me go? You’ll be all right if I’m with him? You won’t hate me?”
“I promise. I’ll be all right. I’ll let you go.” With a nod, she accepts my answer and the air is different between us.
“Another drink?” I ask even though hers isn’t gone yet.
She only nods, her eyes turning glossy. “Another drink.”





DELILAH
A  hot shower can wash away a world of hurt. Something about the cleansing heat lies to the mind and whispers that it’s all gone, it’s all going to be all right and that the filth and dirt that wish to linger won’t come back tomorrow.
Even with my eyes wide open staring at the tile in my shower, I listen to the promises and let myself believe it’s all behind us now.
Taking my time, I dry myself without a hurry to do a damn thing. I let my lush curls create a halo around my face and accept myself for all that I’ve become.
When I step out of the bathroom and the red dials of the clock blink in the telling fashion that the power’s been tripped, I feel the pull of a soft smile.
I don’t think of my gun; there isn’t an ounce of fear that runs through me. Instead there’s a warmth of knowing. Maybe it’s because I feel his presence already. The air is different—easier, calmer and more peaceful. As if he alone is my fate and what makes it all make sense.
There is no thinking, no torture, no pain. Only him and I.
“Have you thought about it?” he asks me and I hum an answer as I open the top drawer in search of something to wear. With the towel still wrapped around me, I settle on a simple black satin camisole and matching boy shorts.
“Have I thought about what?” I question back without even seeing Christopher yet. The towel drops around my feet in a heap with a soft thud and when I look up Christopher’s waiting for me, stalking toward me.
He takes his time to place a palm on the dresser on either side of me, essentially caging me in. “You know what,” he answers and places a small kiss on my bare shoulder before pushing off and taking his place on the end of the bed.
One thing I’ve noticed in the past few days is how he doesn’t stay still for long until I lie down with him. Then it’s as if we could remain together forever.
“I was thinking of something,” he says, letting the previous conversation go for a moment. As I slip on the cami, I keep my eyes on him.
“What’s that?”
Falling back onto the bed, he watches the fan spin above it as he tells me, “I remembered this plate. You know the switch plates for light switches in children’s rooms?”
“The wall plate?”
“Yeah,” he answers and I still don’t know where he’s going with this.
“Yeah, I know them.”
“I don’t remember much about my parents, or my aunt really. But I remembered last night that I had a wall plate of this cartoon character in my bedroom when I was a kid, and I think it was at my aunt’s house too.”
“A wall plate … what made you think of that?”
“I was just wondering what my parents would think. And I remember they loved me. They loved me so much they screwed a cheap switch plate on the wall with some cartoon dog on it. I barely remember living with my aunt, but I think she took the switch plate and put it up too.”
I’m careful with my words. I’ve never talked to Christopher about his family. With Cody I only ever spoke about his uncle and even those conversations were short. He’s not well and the last Cody spoke of him, he’d forgotten who Cody was. “You’ve been thinking about your childhood?”
“I was wondering why … you know … why it happened and if there was any sign that I would be like this before I was taken.”
“And?” I prod him for more after a long moment of quiet.
“And all I remember is how much I loved that stupid wall plate and that my mother was the last one to kiss me good night and turn off the light. I remember watching her do it.”
“I don’t think I had a wall plate that I remember, but I had wallpaper of pink polka dots, just a few inches off from the ceiling.”
“Sounds like a nightmare,” he comments and I let out a small huff of a laugh.
“Do you want to keep talking about it?” I ask him, reaching for my face cream, but hesitating to open it. I made a deal with myself. If he talks, I’ll take it. If he doesn’t, then I’ll talk. I’ll learn his secrets, and he’ll learn mine.
“I want to know if you’ll come with me? For a short while?”
“Where are you going?”
“Somewhere away from here. Away from what I’m used to. Some place that doesn’t have memories hiding in every corner. Would that be all right? I … I can’t stay here any longer. Not when everything looks so different but I can’t be anything other than what I’ve been.”
I’m not sure how my sister will feel if I leave again. Biting the inside of my cheek, I don’t comment on that or acknowledge my thoughts of his brother.
Instead I reach for a small plastic bag on my dresser. “I bought something today,” I tell him and that gets his attention.
“You want to open it or should I just show you?” I ask him and he stands slowly, taking his time as his eyes narrow suspiciously.
“Show me,” he commands and makes his way back to me. The bit of curiosity that adds to his charm vanishes when I pull the cuffs from the bag. They’re simple metal, just like the ones he has.
The tension thickens, and his swallow is audible. “For you or for me?” It’s a serious question and I knew his reaction might not be one of an eager man.
“For me. For you to cuff me to the bed and for me to—”
“I don’t need that, Delilah.”
“I do, though,” I stress. “I can admit it and I need you to know that.” Any indication that he’ll refuse leaves us. “I need this and I need you to do it.” I’ve dreamed about being cuffed underneath him, I’ve felt that fear and then a mix of desire. “I mean it. I want this.”
“You want me to cuff you to the bed?” he questions with his chest pressed against my shoulders. He destroys the distance between us until my bare back all the way down to the swell of my ass is pressed against him. “And then what?” he asks, fully giving in to my wish.
“Whatever you want,” I whisper, meeting his sharp heated gaze in the mirror of my dresser. His head falls forward, his lips brushing against the shell of my ear. As he plants a soft kiss there, I add, “You can do what you want to me.”
He groans in the crook of my neck and the vibrations travel from his warm breath there all the way down to the most forbidden places.
“I accept your gift of cuffs then,” he says, lifting his gaze to meet mine in the mirror and we share a devilish simper between us. I can get lost in him and he can get lost in me. Together we’ll heal each other. That’s the only hope I’m holding on to. Everything else can fade away and burn for all I care.
Well, almost everything else. We still have our family.
“Have you thought about my question?”
“If I’m willing to go with you?”
“If you don’t come with me, I don’t know that I can leave. I don’t know what will happen to you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself not knowing.”
“How long will we be gone?”
“Not long. We’ll keep your place; we’ll visit. I never could go long without seeing my brother.”
“Do you think he’ll stay?” I ask him in all seriousness.
“I don’t know, I haven’t heard from him.”
“You reached out?”
“I did. I apologized.” The ever-present knife in my chest twists at the knowledge that Cody didn’t respond to Christopher. One day I hope the two of them will be all right. One day they’ll work together and be side by side.
“I’m sorry.”
He kisses my cheek quickly and then stands up straight behind me, his fingers trailing down my arm ever so gently. “It’s not your fault,” he tells me but that doesn’t mean I can’t be sorry.
I know his secrets. I know his pain. Even if I’ve never felt it like he has on his skin, I feel it in my soul. It’s etched in the crevices of my bones.
He doesn’t have to whisper them. They’re written in his piercing eyes, the shards of light blue reflecting the agony of years of pain.
“I see you for who you are. And I love you. You love me?”
“Of course I do. I’ve always loved you.”





DELILAH
Ten months later

His gaze is sharp; he has the most piercing blue eyes I’ve ever seen. As I freeze where I’m standing in the middle of the aisle, the faint noise of dull music mixed with the sound of carts rolling by fades into the background. It all blurs together in aisle four of the grocery store as my grip on the loaf of bread I’m holding turns so clammy that the plastic slips.
The pitter-patter of my racing heart and my blood rushing in my ears is all I can hear.
Nothing else matters. I can feel his eyes on me. Every time I blink, I see them, surrounded by shadows.
I take my time, placing the items from my cart back on the shelves with trembling fingers. There are only four things seeing as how I just got here, a bag of rice being the first item to go back on the bottom shelf before I slowly and meticulously roll my cart to the end of the only aisle I’ve been down.
It’s chilling, the fear that rolls down my spine knowing he’s watching me. Feeling him again. Is it fear, though? My heart beats wildly in response to the question, fighting and railing against the decision to act calm. I can’t let anyone know. I just need to get out of here … So we can be alone.
My heart isn’t afraid, not like my logical side is. When the shadow is just barely seen, tall and foreboding, my stomach drops and my heart flips with recognition. It’s an undeniable feeling when you miss someone you know you shouldn’t. I try to focus on the sound of wheels squeaking against the linoleum floor and the noisy clang of metal from carts being lined up in order to help ground me.
“Do you need any help?” The question comes from a young man in a red vest that barely hides the nondescript black logo on his white shirt beneath it. I recognize him; I’ve seen him a number of times in this grocery store. I’m certain he’s rung me up a handful of times since I returned here a month ago.
How did I think I could move back, even if the house is on the outskirts in the middle of nowhere, and he wouldn’t find me? How could I be so foolish to think he wouldn’t come for me?
A sinking feeling in my chest moves my hand there, and the paper list in my hand crinkles as I do. I’d forgotten all about it and as I gaze down at the blurred pen lines and wrinkled paper, I do my best to school my expression.
“Oh, no,” I say and my throat is too tight as I speak. I close my eyes, forcing a simple smile to my lips and clear my throat. “I just realized something,” I answer, finally looking the young man in his deep brown eyes. “I have a call in ten minutes and I’m going to take it in my car then come back,” I lie, that smile staying in place although everything in my body wants me to run. Run from here, get far away from other people.
The young man, who looks like he’s college age or maybe younger, offers me a friendly smile in return. “Understood,” he says with a nod and returns to lining up stacks of carts with the one I’ve just brought back up front.
Even now, as I take each deliberate step through the glass double doors that slide open automatically as I approach and feel the cool breeze of early spring against my heated face, I try to rid myself of the memories that flash before my eyes.
The bar. The drinks. The feel of a chilled glass of white wine mixed with the scent of whiskey from the man next to me. The court cases and late nights spent getting lost in bed with a man I knew I shouldn’t be with. The flirtation, rules being broken.
My heels click as I remember losing my law license, as every dreadful moment returns with the stain of blood. So much blood. Acts of passion that couldn’t be taken back. The pain that’s already present mingles with so much more.
Wrapping my arms around myself, I attempt to protect my body from the wind but it’s useless. The weather isn’t what batters me.
The remembrance of his lips on mine and the searing heat of his light touch, force a gasp from me. It’s a short one full of longing, knowing those moments are now nothing more than lost ghosts of the person I was. Of the people we were before it all went to hell.
All of the memories are a cocktail that infuses into my conscious thoughts as I listen to my keys clink while I unlock the door to my sedan with a low beep that fills the practically vacant lot. From the time I entered the grocery store to now, a mere fifteen minutes at that, the sun has decided to set, casting a shade of red across the dark tree line of thick forest beyond the store parking lot and stealing the light that was here only a moment ago.
The leather seat groans and the door shuts with a loud thud. All I can do is sit here, my purse now on the console. My keys in my right hand, resting against my lap with the metal digging into my palm since I’m gripping them so tight. My breathing comes in faster and faster although I’m doing everything in my power to stay calm. He’ll be here soon.
When I hear the click of the back door opening, the one behind my seat, I close my eyes. He didn’t make me wait long.
He enters the car accompanied by a chill from the evening wind and the car rocks gently until he’s seated behind me and the door is shut. His scent fills my lungs first and as it does, I remember that I’ve been told that smell is the sense that holds the most memory. Maybe I read it somewhere, but I’ve never known something to be truer than that fact is now.
When I open my eyes, his chilling gaze is on mine in the rearview mirror and my treacherous heart chokes me in an attempt to escape. It hovers at the base of my throat, pounding viciously in protest.
I did always love him. There wasn’t a moment that I didn’t love him.
He knows that. He has to know that I still love him; we just simply couldn’t be together. We decided. We decided together.
“You said you’d let me go,” I whisper, speaking over my strangled breaths.
My gaze never leaves his, even as tears prick my eyes. Not until he answers me.
“I changed my mind.”
“You don’t get to do that, Cody,” I say and my cadence is melancholier than I’d hoped it would come out.
Life is unfair. It’s uncertain and torturous. It takes and gives without remorse. I’m grateful for what I have with Christopher, but damn does it hurt to see Cody as he is. Left wanting and alone. He doesn’t deserve that, but I can’t give him what he deserves. Not when I love someone else the way I do.
If I can’t give him my whole heart, he deserves to have someone else’s.
I can easily give Christopher everything; it feels as if it’s always been his to have. That is life and that is love. I accept it now, the simplicity yet the sheer magnitude of it. Because I only have one life and one love. What choice do I have, other than to give in to it?
“You haven’t called,” I say, daring to peek around my shoulder and look him in the eye. “I thought you might, but you haven’t called once.”
His jaw clenches once as he swallows thickly. “I didn’t know what to say … I still don’t. All I know is that I wanted to see you.”
Shock runs through my body at the sound of the passenger door opening and Christopher climbing in. My body’s paralyzed for a moment, although my heart races recklessly. Against the stillness of everything else, the vulnerable organ rages to be heard.
The leather seat groans as Christopher takes his seat beside me, and the chill of the wind is ended with the thud of the car door closing.
For a moment, there’s only silence.
“Christo—”
“I’ve missed you,” Christopher speaks before I can finish. With a pinch in my brow, I confuse his statement as being directed at me at first, but his gaze, a gaze that matches his brother’s, is focused on the rearview mirror.
“You didn’t call.” His statement is more of an accusation compared to the manner in which I said it.
“You didn’t call either,” Cody responds with more nonchalance than I could have imagined. It’s surreal being in one space with the both of them. I dream of it often. Of each of us well in all ways and able to be in one space together. Two brothers separated, both put through a different kind of hell. One more so than the other, far too early in life.
But don’t they both deserve a happy ending? Wouldn’t it be better for them to be together again? To lean on one another?
Easing back into my seat, I turn easily, my hand gripping the warm leather where the heater blows and I stare back at Cody to explain. “I thought you might need some space and time, so I didn’t …” I can’t finish the thought. Tears prick my eyes and my voice is tight as I practically beg him, “You could always come with us.” It’s both an offer of peace and an offer for happiness.
“It’s not—”
“And watch you and him?” Cody’s voice cracks, and his gaze shifts from me to his brother. “Watch you love her like I should have?”
Christopher is silent as the tension thickens in the small space.
“Cody,” I say and my voice is pleading. “You know it could never work between us. Not after everything.”
Hanging his head slightly, Cody’s strong grip finds his chin as his gaze finds the back of my car seat.
“I didn’t think it would end like this.” Christopher’s voice is low and apologetic. “When I,” he pauses to clear his throat and the man I know to be weak in ways most won’t admit, confesses something out loud that he’s only whispered to me late at night when he thinks I’m sleeping. “When I put you two together, I thought you would take care of her. Look after her. I thought you needed each other.”
“You didn’t think I’d fall for her?” The allegation is clear in Cody’s voice and Christopher’s response doesn’t come with hesitation.
“I didn’t think about love at all.” The declaration comes with distaste and then his voice lowers when he adds, “I knew nothing of it.”
It’s quiet again for a long moment, a moment in which I can barely breathe as I look between the two broken men. One with fresh wounds still bleeding, and the other with deep scars that will never fully go away.
“I missed you too … both of you.” Cody reaches for the handle of the car the moment the last word is spoken.
“Wait,” Christopher yells out, far too loud in the cabin of the car, but it keeps Cody from leaving, although he’s already pulled the handle and the hiss of the wind can be heard. “You should call. Soon. If you need me, you should call or write.”
Cody nods and I find my goodbye trapped at the back of my throat, tears pricking as the three words beg to be spoken. I love you.
I still love him, but it’s not my love he needs.
“We’ll speak soon,” is all Cody says before leaving us alone in the car. All I can do is watch his back in the side mirror as he walks away.
I don’t even realize I’m crying until Christopher brushes away the tears. It’s then that I recognize the hot sensation and the taste of salt.
I lose myself to the sorrow of loss, even as Christopher holds me, as he shushes me, his arm rubbing against my hair. My strong, broken man attempts to rock me and I let him, until he whispers, “I will never keep you from anything. You can always leave. I know—”
“Don’t you dare,” I reprimand him, not an ounce of me calm and my breathing coming out erratically. “I would never, and you better never leave me either.”
I would die a lonely death if ever he left my side. Whether my lungs still moved and my heart still beat, a piece of me would crumble to ash.
“As if I could ever leave you. Little mouse, you are my only obsession.”
Grabbing his hand in mine, I pull it in close to my chest and rest my head beneath his chin. “I love you,” I whisper against his chest, breathing in his masculine scent that lures me to bed every night and listening to the steady beat of his heart he once denied.
“I love you.”





MARCUS
Her fingers slip between mine, delicate and warm against the scars of my past and the roughness of callous acts that will stay with me forever.
“I already miss him,” Delilah says to me. Her gaze stays fixed ahead with the admission, past the streetlights and vacant sidewalks of this Podunk town.
“You miss everyone,” I say, offering her a truth. She hasn’t seen her sister and stopped speaking to her altogether when Cadence begged her to go to therapy. I think one day she’ll cave to it. I think it would help her more than anything and if my information serves me right, there may be information to gather at that Rockford Center that her sister works at. All in due time, though. Right now it’s only the two of us and we can take as much time as we need.
Her long lashes flutter and her beautiful amber gaze meets mine for the first time since we drove out of that parking lot. “I know you mean that I miss my sister.”
A short, low grunt vibrates up my throat in confirmation.
“She just doesn’t understand.” Her words hold both disappointment and heartache. “None of them do.”
I nod in agreement. We’ve had this conversation more than once. It’s not their fault that they don’t understand. How could they?
“I wish you’d smile,” I whisper to her, bringing her hand she placed in mine to my lips. With a single kiss of her knuckles, warmth floods my chest. She smiles. A beautiful smile that belongs there on her pouty lips. I’m not sure when the cracked pieces slipped into place seemingly effortlessly, but it’s the smile I could have focused on. The bits of happy before the nightmare sets in.
I want it. Cravings for more of it tempt me every day.
“I’ll smile when you smile, Christopher,” she answers me, the simper still playing along kissable lips.
My name felt like a curse for so long, burdened by the weight of a past that sat on my shoulders, dictating my thoughts in dark whispers of remembrance. When she says it, though, with that pained voice, it echoes forgiveness and so much more than that.
It’s like a second chance. If I can only live up to what lies between the two of us, everything else drowns itself in a haze of dark fog when she says my name.
“I love it when you smile too, you know?” Delilah adds, slowing down at a red light and leaning back in her seat. Her small hand rests against her cheek as she closes her eyes. I imagine she sees him there, my brother.
“He wasn’t smiling,” I comment beneath my breath and it’s my turn to stare past the solid red light although no cars pass in front of us. The dread of knowing his pain overwhelms me. To love someone so desperately, but let her slip through fingers that cannot contain her.
“He’ll smile again.” Her confidence comes with a pat of her hand over mine. Squeezing my fingers, she adds, “I have faith.”
I’ve wondered if I’d stolen this beautiful little mouse from him. If something about me tainted her. But then I remember everything. Every piece of this puzzle that built the picture of us. I don’t feel guilty for taking her. I’m sorry I didn’t claim her as my own long ago.
She was always meant for me. Nothing else resonates with my intuition. There is no rhyme or reason to life, nothing fate could ensure that makes logical sense as to how I else would end up in bed with Delilah every night. My thumb resting against her bottom lip before kissing her every night so she may sleep deeply and dream of sweeter things than I have to offer.
She was meant for me, and I was meant for her. Life isn’t fair like that, but I happily accept its offer.
In return, she has all of me. I have a beautiful woman’s forgiveness, her love and her life. I’ll keep it safe, forevermore.
“I love you,” I admit to her again. She says it far more than I do. “I love you more than anything.” If it weren’t the truth, I wouldn’t be here with her. Starting over, spending a quiet life together with only us. She knows that.
Bad men always lose and I lost myself to her. It’s a fair trade and one I’d make ten times over.
“And I love you the most,” she tells me. I know that it’s true. It might hurt her, maybe even both of us, but I need her and she loves me the most.
   
Cody

Weeks later …

IT’S FAR TOO quiet to keep the thoughts away. The memories come and go as easily as the breeze whipping across my face in the pitch-black night. There isn’t a star in sight, nothing but the faint lights from Jackson Street peeking through the thicket of pine trees lining the empty playground. The muted creak of the swings blowing in the wind is my only companion.
Unless I count the moments that flicker in my mind. Every single time I could have made a different choice. Every moment I questioned myself.
Every kiss from Delilah and even before that. Her accidental, delicate touches that sent blazes of heat through me when I first I met her. The stolen glances and tension I ignored for too long. Regret balances in front of me, dancing from the children’s playthings as if it knew all along I’d end up here: alone and hating my silence.
If I could go back … The thought lingers but doesn’t complete itself. I’m not sure where I’d go back to. Which moment I regret the most. Back to the very beginning I suppose, to the moment my brother and I were separated. Maybe to the night my parents left our home for the last time before the accident.
With a shaky breath, my lungs fill with a bitter chill that freezes every inch of me. The moment my eyes close, the faint click of incoming footsteps has every nerve ending on high alert. Someone’s coming, judging by the feminine thud of heels against the lightly dusted sidewalk. The snow won’t stick, but the moments will. Memories never leave us. They’re what make us who we are.
With my head back, I take a deeper breath, waiting for whoever it is to walk on by and keep going. To ignore me and leave me to this misery I’ve created for myself.
But the heels stop directly in front of me as the hammer of a gun is cocked. The sound echoes loudly in my mind.
“You’re Marcus,” a woman’s voice says, although it sounds like she isn’t confident in that accusation. Slowly, my eyes open to see a pale blue trench coat hanging from a brunette’s slim frame. Her eyes reflect the colors of the forest, a stunning hazel, but more than that, terror.
My leather coat rustles as I lean forward, ignoring the pistol pointed at my head only two feet from me.
I could easily throw her to the ground before that trigger would be pulled. I could disarm her. I could do anything at all but sit here in silence, waiting to see what she’ll do.
When she clears her throat, the uncertainty comes in thicker. Her voice wavers as she repeats, “You’re Marcus.”
I simply stare back at her in silence. No one knows who Marcus is. Not a soul. I found the note Christopher left for me. I’ve exchanged a few messages with his contact Riggins. But as far as anyone knows, Marcus died and was buried with Herman, plus Delilah’s father.
“I know you are,” she adds, refuting my unspoken thoughts. “You’re Marcus and I need your help.” Swallowing thickly, her fear permeates the air around her and her hand holding the gun trembles.
“You need my help?” I question her, feeling a heat ignite in my blood, the chill I’ve felt in the days past slipping away.
“Yes. Please,” she begs and then she shudders. “My name is Evalina Talvery.” Her confession sends a prick down my neck. The wife to the head of one of the most violent crime families that’s ever lived. I know all about the Talverys and their dealings. I know her husband and I’ve even heard of her daughter and the rumors about her. “I need help. You can help me,” she whispers the last words and they’re barely heard before being carried off in the chill of the night.
“Please. I know you’re Marcus, I saw you,” she says, accusing me yet again.
I could so easily help her in the way I’ve been trained by the FBI, taking her in and providing protection. But it only takes one look at this woman, hardened by what she’s seen, and I’m certain she’d never have gone to Cody Walsh. No, no.
“Please. I have a daughter, Aria.” Her bottom lip wavers, but the glare in her eyes betrays the sadness she wishes to portray. “You have to help me. Please, help me. I can give you information.”
Christopher said if I needed anything, he’d come back and help. He promised he would in that note he left. He can show me how it’s done.
Leaning back, I stare at the end of the pistol and speak words maybe I knew one day I’d admit, “Yes, I am Marcus.”





THE END?







EFFORTLESS



CARTER & ARIA: EPILOGUE







ARIA
It’s hard to admit but I’m struggling. Even my tired eyes in the reflection, depicting the excessive lack of sleep, don’t convey the exhaustion I feel. The swell of emotions that rock through me are unforgiving, like the crash of waves upon a rocky shore. The granite counter in the bathroom offers me support as I grip it with every ounce of strength I have left after today.
I don’t want to admit it, but I am struggling.
Every thought I’ve had of these moments months ago have dwarfed into the background of a fantasy. I didn’t know it would be like this.
I didn’t know… no one told me… that I would be scared.
With the creak of the bedroom door behind me, my heart wretches and my grip turns white knuckled. All of the air in my lungs leaves me as I drop my gaze to the tiled floor of the master bathroom suite.
Thump, thump. I should be waiting for him. I used to so easily. I’d wait on my knees, kneeling and ready to please him. My love. My husband.
Guilt walks with me, shame leading me forward like a leash buckled tight around my throat. I can’t swallow as my feet pad from the tiled floor, to the plush carpet in the bedroom. The site of his polished black oxfords sends a wave of heat through me, but it’s dulled, so much so than it has ever been with Carter Cross.
My gaze travels up the length of his muscular body, taking in the detail of the expensive tailored seams of his crisp suit. The roughness of his hands provides memories that fuel the flames of desire, licking and cracking in the pit of my belly. His broad shoulders, rippling with masculinity ignite the vision of his hard body over mine, as he takes what he demands, and then more, over and over.
His throat tightens and I watch the cords move as he swallows. His tie hits the floor with a dull thud as I meet his heated stare. He’s silent and so am I. The sharp lines of his jaw and the roughness of his short stubble are at odds with the soft storm that echoes in his eyes. Carter Cross, with all his hard features, has a soft look in his eyes when he gazes at me. The intensity of it burrows through me, making its way through my fear, through the fatigue, and claiming my submission.
My knees hit the floor with a harshness I’ve come to love and I close my eyes as my cheek rubs against the expensive fabric of his suit. I may only be kneeling beside him, but it feels like he engulfs me. I wait, with baited breath, and he gives me what I need, his large hand spearing through my hair until his thumb softly caresses my cheek.
A sense of satisfaction used to be easy to claim in these moments. Although the love is still there, as he hushes me, as he comforts me, it’s not enough to ease the fear. Not anymore.





CARTER
“ You weren’t ready for me, my songbird?” my tone keeps an even beat, betraying everything that tears away at me inside. She’s lying to me. She’s holding back. I hate it. I hate the pain that ricochets in that wild shade of green in her eyes.
I’ve been gentle with her, I’ve been patient. That was a mistake.
Her hair rustles against my suit as she shakes her head, “No. I lost track of time,” she tells me as if it’s an excuse, yet her own tone is admonishing, like it’s not good enough even for her own ears.
It’s been almost a year since I made her my bride, and in all those dark nights and long days of waiting to be here with her, lost in lust beside her, we’ve never had this much tension between us. A refusal for her to give in and allow me to take on the burden that weighs her down.
This is not meant to be a burden. Let alone one for her to carry on her own.
“You don’t sing like you used to,” I comment absently, feeling the pull of animosity I have for myself. It took me too long to understand. Too long to realize what she’s going through. “That’s my fault.”
My admission startles Aria and I meet her wide eyed gaze as I stare down at her.
“I just—I just—” her response is frantic, breathless even. Panic frightens her expression.
“You just need me to do better.” I complete the thought for her, although she’s quick to shake her head, denying what I say with every instinct she has.
If she saw the way her lower lip quivers when the room is quiet and she thinks she’s alone, and the way her shoulders tense with the obvious fears racing through her mind, or the way the lack of sleep has stolen her hums of contentment, she wouldn’t object so quickly.
It’s not a constant, but it’s simply too often.
She’s happy still, I know she is. And she doesn’t regret it, she wouldn’t change what happened and neither would I, but she can’t keep going like this. Carrying it all and denying herself her basic needs. Denying me the weight I should be carrying.
“I got you a gift,” I tell her, striding towards the bed and changing the subject. Reaching in the pocket of my jacket, I don’t hide the dual action toy as I set it on the nightstand. I want her to see it, to prepare for it.
With her head turned towards me, Aria stays motionless where she is. The collar around her neck sparkles in the dim light. Her chest rises and falls heavier as her gaze meets the slick gold end and then up the shaft and, finally, on the smaller protrusion that will not so delicately elicit the sweetest sounds from her lips.
“The doctor,” she protests but I’m quick to cut her off.
“I know what she said,” my interruption is harsher than intended and it causes a shudder to run through her. I don’t regret it. Her worrying needs to end. And this will be the start of that objective. “On the bed, Aria.”
Her frame is still as gorgeous as it’s always been, although I see the insecurity reflected in her expression. I’ve always loved her slender neck. I never knew how thrilling it could be to kiss a woman in the crook of it, until she showed me, allowing me to drive that spike of want through her by dragging my teeth down her tender flesh.
She rises without hesitation, and when she fails to drop the silk robe from her shoulders, I demand of her, “Naked. On your back. With your knees spread.”
The robe slips easily from her shoulders, pooling around her feet. She steps out of the puddle of expensive silk easily enough, letting the sole tear-shaped diamond nestles between her breasts. Only the best for her. For now and forever.
The slight flush in her chest quickly reaches her high cheek bones, the blush gathering there and pulling a simper from her plump lips. Her teeth graze her bottom lip, in an attempt to keep it at bay. And like I knew she would, her gaze moves to her nightstand. I didn’t tell her to and I didn’t desire her to do it. The second her gaze reaches it, the simper falls and the anxiousness creeps back.
“You have a tendency recently,” I comment as the bed protests her climbing on top of it. She crawls cat-like, and even with the torment of our difficulties staring back at me, desire thrums in my veins. She pauses once she’s able to turn over and lay how I commanded her, waiting for me to finish, but I don’t until she’s laid out how I like. In all her nakedness, she’s gorgeous, every inch of her, belonging to me.
“A tendency to distract yourself, when I’ve told you not to be,” I speak while removing my jacket. Her intake is harsh as she takes in what I’ve said. I’m firmer with her than I’ve been the past three weeks. I tried to be gentle as she worked her way through this, each of us finding the new rhythm, but my wife doesn’t respond to subtleties well.
So a firm hand, it will be.





ARIA
“ Carter,” I beg him, his name turning to sin on my lips. I don’t know why I beg him; I’ve learned that doesn’t work with my husband. He has no mercy and his intentions are always carried through, regardless of my pleas.
“Do you deny it, my sweet Aria?” he questions.
My body is a slave to his, and the rushing heat of desire spreads through me as an aching need, while I watch him undress. He doesn’t take his time; he doesn’t tease me with his quick movements. It’s simply not who he is.
He shoves his pants off allowing his already hard cock to spring free. As I eye the velvety head, I lick my lips, praying he’ll let me play with him tonight, as well. It’s been too long.
Even as the thought draws a need, buried deep inside of me for the last few weeks, I’m all too aware of the time and what will happen soon.
Distracted is right. Swallowing harshly, I try to ignore the feeling of failure that has wrapped its iron grip around my throat.
“Do you deny it?” Carter repeats in a murmur. Although it’s spoken so lowly, authority clings to each syllable.
His chiseled body, displayed like Adonis with the moonlight filtering through the curtains and casting shadows down every groove of his muscular chest, forces my thighs to quiver in anticipation.
“It is not unreasonable for me to be distracted right now,” I begin to protest his accusation, but I’m stopped short.
“It’s not, you’re right about that.” His admission shocks me. “However,” his voice turns darkly low as he approaches. I don’t miss the sound of the vibrator clicking against the mahogany nightstand. The soft lavender color is at odds with everything Carter is. He is nothing soft nor feminine. With a push of the small button on the end of it, a hum fills the room as my pulse quickens.
“You have denied me my right,” Carter informs me, his gaze narrowing but it’s deceptive. Everything in this moment melts me. He craves domination, complete and possessive. How he dominates though…
“What right is that?” I dare to question, my voice coming out stronger and with more confidence than it’s been in quite some time. The hum of vibration gets louder as he approaches.
Pain flashes in his gaze so quickly, I doubt I saw it as he climbs on the bed next to me. The heat of his strong body quickly wraps itself around me, warming every inch of my skin. His masculine scent, a woodsy smell with hints of spice, fills my lungs.
Carter hesitates to answer me, which he’s never done before. Both of us have questioned. Both of us have felt lost. I know it to be true and I hate that it’s happened this way. The small fissure I’ve feared has formed between us cracks before my eyes. I don’t want to lose him, to displease him, but I am failing. I’m failing in every way I never thought possible.
“The right to care for you,” he admits with agony clear in his tone. It slices through me, all of my words gathering at the top of my throat, suffocating me as they refuse to leave me.
I didn’t know this would happen. I planned it all so differently.
No one told me it would be like this.
None of the thoughts are able to escape as Carter drops his lips close to the shell of my ear. His warm breath is the first touch he’s given me since I’ve laid down. It feels like everything as the shudder runs down my body. The gentle kiss at the lobe of my ear, begs me to turn on my side, to capture his lips with mine, but I know better. I let Carter give me what he’s willing.
He nips my neck first and I struggle not to moan.
“It’s alright, songbird,” he whispers harshly at the shell of my ear. “It’s my fault for letting you deny me this control.” My heart thuds soundly and sharply. “I’ll make it right.”
It’s amazing what submitting will do. How giving over control allows peace and comfort to replace the anxiousness. It’s not that easy though. He has to know, everything has changed.
I’ll tell him when he’s done. When this is over.
He drops the soft shaft of the vibrating toy to my stomach, then rolls it so the small bit I know very well would nestle against my clit when the shaft is placed inside of heat, also vibrates against my belly. The small movements create the largest waves of pleasure already. Teasing and tempting. The sensation travels up as Carter drags it along my flesh and then circles my nipples. Chills flow over my skin in battering waves as he fails to touch me anywhere else, with anything else, save this new toy.
“Stay still,” he commands as if we haven’t played this game before. I know to obey. To let him do with me as he wishes, but the glint in his eye threatens that this is like nothing we’ve done before.
My hips undulate as the ridges on the thick shaft toy with my clit and then dip lower to my slick folds.
“You will let me play with you,” his deep cadence vibrates through me with the same need the vibrator provides. He takes his time, gliding it over my skin, up and down my body, avoiding the one place I need it the most for the longest time.
It’s far too long until he reaches the apex of my thighs once again.
My nails scratch the covers beneath me and it sounds louder than it should. Louder than the pounding of my blood in my ears and my heavy breathing that only seems to add to the heat overwhelming me.
Like a tide washing in and then leaving, taking the threat of the crashing release with it, Carter drags the vibrator over my sex, back and forth, bringing me closer to my climax, but cruelly taking it away before I’ve fallen into the dark abyss of release.
“Please,” I beg him and he chuckles, deep and low, before bending down to kiss my sensitized clit. I want more. More suckling, more vibrations, more of anything, but he rises on his knees, towering over me, and holding my pleasure in his hand rather than giving it to me. Literally.
“It’s called the Main Attraction.” With lust fueling my every thought, I watch this man I love take in my body. He’s never lost that spark of desire. I feared he would, but he caresses my curves with his gaze and his thick cock twitches with need. The slit in his shaft has a bead of precum and I wish I could lick it in this moment. I want the taste of him on my tongue. But I know better than to move. He lets out a breath, drawn out and husky as his eyes meet mine. “That’s what you are,” he adds, “my main attraction.”
My heart tumbles, fluttering as if it’s trying to escape my chest simply to be closer to his.
“Carter,” I only whimper his name, realizing I don’t remember the last time I’ve shown him the love I feel for him. Time has been unkind, stealing away from me and I’ve lost track of far too much in these last few weeks.
Before regret pulls me away from the bliss of Carter’s touch, the vibrations get louder and louder. Threating. Promising. And finally he presses the large bulb to my clit.
My bottom lip drops, my strangled cry of pleasure is silent as my mouth forms a perfect, “o.”
“Twenty different settings of vibrations,” he comments with reverence as he dulls the vibration down to its lowest setting, making me whimper. I crave the highest, the roughest, the hardest to take. “The shaft and this nub here… each have their own.” With the subtle click comes a more intense vibration that lights every nerve ending on fire, blazing up my body as he presses the toy mercilessly against my clit.
Fuck! My neck arches and my head digs into the bed beneath me as I struggle to stay still from the intensity.
“I intend to use them all and every combination on you.”
Heat radiates outward, my back bows and I cling to the bedding beneath me searching for the support to stay still during Carter’s torturous toying.
“Please!” I beg him again, needing the release just as I need air to breathe.
He pulls away, robbing me of my climax once again.
“It’s been too long,” he whispers although the words don’t sound like they were meant for me. With that thought clinging to me, Carter lays his large body atop mine, pinning me in place and he lays the vibrator directly atop my clit.
I barely recognize my own voice as I scream out in pleasure. It’s on me instantly, before a second has even ticked by. It’s all or nothing at this point, and all of it hits me at once. My body bucks uselessly under him as the first wave hits me, hard and brutally. The heat rocking through my limbs, numbing the tips of my fingers and toes before violently ripping its way through me.
Because he doesn’t move the toy, it happens again, harder, longer, more blindingly.
“Oh my—Carter!” I scream.
And then a third time. My voice is hoarse as the moan tears up my throat. My toes curl, my hands form into fists and my scream is silenced my Carter’s savage kiss. His teeth clash with mine as he steals my breath and rocks his hips against mine, letting the toy rock against my clit. The small movement grants me mercy. I clench around nothing as every inch of my body comes to life with thrilling titillation.
When he breaks the kiss, he takes the toy away. The pulsing stays though. I swear I can still feel it. My nipples are pebbled and both of them, like the rest of my skin, are sensitized and alert. I lay breathless, achingly satisfied and still feeling the waves linger, pulling me in and then slowly fading away in the tide.
I have to roll to my side, bending my knees and simply feeling the thrumming pleasure work its way through me.
My body is heavy with pleasure still ringing in my blood.
“When you’re able,” Carter speaks huskily, “I’ll be fucking you with this,” he taps the larger shaft on my hip, “and torturing that greedy clit of yours with this bit,” he growls the delicious threat.
It’s not often Carter uses toys, but I have my favorites, and this new one has certainly climbed to the top of my list.
Carter’s length is hard and still in need, but he doesn’t show any signs of taking his own release.
With the roll of desire stirring in the pit of my stomach, and then travelling lower, I attempt to crawl down Carter’s body, to please him as he’s pleased me, but he stops me.
Carter tells me to sleep, and I wish I could. I desperately wish I could, but I can’t.
Doesn’t he understand? This may have been a beautiful distraction, but I can’t go to sleep. I don’t want to risk not being alert when I’m needed.





ARIA
“ You’re scared,” Carter says easily, like every time I close my eyes I’m not terrified something will happen.
Tears gather in my eyes, “I am,” I croak my response, shame filling me. I am supposed to be the wife who belongs on his arm. That woman isn’t afraid of anything, but I have been hiding in fear since our son was born.
“It’s alright; it’s normal,” he informs me and my glossy gaze quickly finds him.
“It doesn’t feel normal.” I almost don’t confess what’s been killing me inside, but staring into Carter’s longing gaze, I admit, “I’m afraid if I go to sleep, something will happen to him. I don’t want to be away from our baby for even a moment.”
Carter’s reaction isn’t anything like I anticipated. There is no judgement like I feel for myself. Mothering is supposed to be natural, but I am struggling. I am afraid. I feel like I’m doing everything wrong.
As if on cue, the monitor on my nightstand roars to life, our son’s cry echoing through the expansive bedroom. Our little bundle of joy is everything to me, his happiness and his health. I didn’t anticipate taking care of him to be as hard as it’s been. I barely sleep, afraid something will happen to him the moment I close my eyes. I’ve already failed at doing what is supposed to be natural, breastfeeding.
When Anthony’s in my arms, the world is right and everything is wonderful. It’s when I put him down and he’s away from me that the anxiousness creeps in. How can I sleep, when something could happen the moment I close my eyes?
His wail rings through the room again.
I should sleep while he naps, but instead I listen to the monitor, I watch him on the small screen. I wait. I’m constantly waiting to make sure his every need is met.
And it’s killing me.
“Don’t,” Carter’s strong arm wraps around my waist the moment I try to jolt off the bed and go to him.
“He’s crying,” I protest in a single breath, surprised by Carter restraining me.
“Alright, little Anthony Michael,” My sister in law’s sweet voice comes clear on the monitor just as Carter tells me, “Addison’s going to watch him tonight.”
“There there,” she coos him, “let’s go get you a bottle.”
Relief is a sudden wash, but it comes with other emotions.
“You don’t need to do it all yourself,” Carter’s adamant.
“I just want to be a good mother.”
“You’re an amazing mother.”
“It doesn’t feel like it.”
“It’s supposed to be hard. There’s a reason they say it takes a village.”
   
Carter

“YOU CAN’T GO on like this. Staying up all hours and worrying.” She isn’t listening; my stubborn wife’s mind already made up. Gripping her chin between my thumb and forefinger, I pull her attention back to me as the sound of Addison leaving the nursery with small objections from our hungry infant dimming in the background.
“Maybe you don’t see it, but he’s a happy baby, he’s healthy. That’s all we can hope for.”
The weight of motherhood has been hard on her, because she’s trying to do it all on her own.
“I’m just afraid—”
“Don’t be.” I tell her. “There’s no reason to be afraid.”
She rolls her eyes at my response and even the hard stare I give her doesn’t change her exasperated expression. Damn, does it get me hard. Everything about her arouses me to no end. Especially her defiance. Not this though. Not when it causes her so much stress. I don’t give in to the primitive needs that ride through me day in and day out to take her and ravage her and put another baby into her womb.
Not yet. Three more weeks until I have her writhing under me.
Until then, I simply need to take care of her. And she needs to let me.
“You need to accept help. You need to sleep. To take care of yourself. To enjoy yourself,” I emphasize. It’s only been three weeks of the six, but I intend to take full advantage the moment the doctor clears her for sex. I’ve only barely touched her with the new sex toy and the lust-filled woman I know her to be reemerged. She’s confident, driven, sexy and intelligent in all ways. But damn if being a new mother hasn’t introduced insecurities I’ve never seen from her.
“It’s okay to rest and let us help you.”
Worry pulls her lips into a frown riddled with real fear. After hours talking to the doctor, she assured me it’s normal, but that she needs to sleep and have someone else to rely on so that her constant worry can be eased.
“Addison has him now and she’ll put him back to sleep,” I assure Aria, but she’s resistant to agree, although that’s his schedule. We both know it by heart. “And in three hours, I’ll wake with him and feed him.”
That grabs her attention, her wide eyes searching mine, “And you will sleep.”
“I want to—”
“You need to sleep. You’ve been doing it all, but that’s not the way it’s supposed to be. I see you struggling. I don’t want you to. You sleep, and let me be a good husband and a good father. You’re already perfect in those areas, my Aria.”
She leans her cheek into my chest, still unwilling, but slowly relaxing to the idea.
“You think I’m a good mom?” she questions softly, tears gathering in her thick lashes as she looks up at me.
“Have I not told you it enough?” I ask her, pulling her small body closer, and letting my fingers trail over the dip in her waist. That awards me both a shiver and the hint of a smile. She scoots up even higher as I lean over her to gather the covers and adjust her under them.
“You’re doing it all right and we’ve got this. I’ve got you now. I’ve got us. All of us.”
I thought I would be the one to doubt my parenting. I thought I would fail miserably. But one look at my son in her arms, and I knew I would stop the world for the two of them. I would do anything and everything for them.
Convincing a mother that she’s doing a wonderful job, it’s been harder than it should be. Convincing her that she needs help, damn impossible.
“You still sleep,” I command her when she doesn’t respond.
Her hair is a messy halo around her, and her tired eyes beg me to hold her while sleep pulls her under. She’s a beautiful mess. And all mine.
“I’ll try,” she agrees weakly.
Resting my hand on the back of her head I stare into her eyes and tell her, “And you will succeed, just like you have at everything else.”
The warmth I feel when she snuggles against me, and finally lets her body relax is exactly what I wanted from tonight.
“I love you, Carter,” she whispers as her breathing turns steady. Sleep will drag her under and I’ll be here, holding her, or in the nursery, holding our precious son she loves so much that she’s forgotten to care for herself.
I wait until she’s asleep, which doesn’t take long. She doesn’t rouse when Addison’s voice comes on the monitor, telling Anthony to sleep tight. If it’d been his voice, our son crying out, Aria would have woken instantly. She’s do anything for our boy. Staring down at her sleeping form, I recognize that all-consuming feeling myself.
“I love you, Aria, my songbird, my wife,” I bend my head down to whisper in her ear, “our son’s wonderful mother.”





NEVER TO END



SETH & LAURA: EPILOGUE







LAURA
“I just wish I wanted to go.” Truer words have never been mumbled out of my mouth as I breathe in deep and struggle to get into these pants.
What would I rather do? Lay down and snuggle with my two year old in front of me, Seth behind me on our large sofa in the living room and watch some Disney movie that will make me cry as it’s just getting started but completely over Cameron’s head. Why does every kid movie start with some tragedy in the very beginning?
Make up is done, my hair is brushed and straightened, there’s nothing left to do but slip into actual clothes and a bra so we can get going. Staring back in the mirror I note that even the most expensive concealer isn’t hiding the bags under my eyes.
“I don’t remember it being like this.” At first I think my comment went unheard until I turn to look at my husband, all six feet and some of him, staring at me like he has other plans on his mind too. His striking eyes pierce into me as he narrows his eyes and his stubbled jaw lifts with his asymmetric grin.
Turning on his heel to face me, Seth leans against the dresser and crosses his arms over his chest. The corded muscles in his arms bulge and from there my eyes are drawn up his broad chest. A small bit of chest hair peeks out from his polo.
A polo he disregards the second he takes in the sight of me. A hot blush rises to my cheeks. I’m only in a pair of cotton underwear with my pants halfway up my knees.
“You know those pants look better on the floor, don’t you?” The heavy suggestion of his cocky comment only makes me laugh. “Oh stop,” I try to play it off, but Seth is already stalking towards me. His playful side coming out full force when he gets to me and hauls me up in his arms making me squeal.
My heart is so full, so warm. Nothing else matters, not the exhaustion, not the hardships from the past two years, only this feeling right here.
The man I’ve always loved, loving on me.
My back gently hits the mattress and I laugh again, burying my face into the crook of Seth’s neck.
I can’t do anything with my legs still caught in the jeans, but Seth’s my savior, pulling them from me before kicking his own jeans off.
Slowly the giddiness is replaced by something else. My skin heats, my belly turns and seems to dip with anticipation. And when Seth’s fingers slip up my side, shivers skitter all the way down my body.
“That’s the smile I love,” Seth comments and the playfulness is muted, but the lust is still there. Happily trapped under him, I lift up so I can give him a small peck as he slips our last garments off, and the second there’s nothing between us, I deepen it.
His lips mold to mine as his hand cups my sex. He parts his lips to say something, but I don’t let him. I want more of this. More of his kisses. Parting the seam of his lips with mine, I delve into his mouth and his deft fingers circle my clit, taking me higher before we’ve even really started. His deep groan of satisfaction only makes me that much more ready for him.
“Love you Babygirl,” Seth whispers as my head falls back, the pleasure rolling over me and just as I tell him I love you too, he enters me in a swift motion, morphing my statement into a strangled moan. He rocks into me over and over, steadily pushing me to climb higher and higher. My toes curl and I bring my legs up higher, wrapping them around his hips and tiling my own.
He’s so deep, with every thrust he feels deeper. “Fuck,” my moan is lost in the warm air between us as I turn to the side and close my eyes, reveling in the thrill and satisfaction. I reach my climax first and the second Seth knows I have, biting down on his shoulder to keep from screaming out, he thrusts faster, harder, searching for his own release that comes not too long after mine.
With my heart racing and my breathing labored, I lay there on the bed, barely paying any attention as he cleans himself up in the bathroom and then cleans me up too.
My fingers still tingle and my toes are still curled when I confess to him, “Now I have even less energy.”
This time he’s the one to laugh, deep and low before planting a quick kiss on my lips.
“I want to go so bad, but I have zero energy.”
He chuckles, “little peanut takes it all from you.” Just as I’m about to agree, there’s a creak at our bedroom door. Shit!
I haul the covers over my body and Seth covers himself with his boxers just as Cameron opens the door.
“Hey little prince–” Seth plays it off but oh my gosh Cameron cannot take naps on that playmat anymore. Not since he’s learned to open doors. Glancing at the baby monitor, I note he’s quiet too. The darn thing never made a sound. He’s a smart little man, clever and curious. And he’s outsmarting us now that he’s moving and thinks nothing can stop him. He’s so much like his Daddy.
“Did you wake up from your nap a little early?” I ask, unable to do anything but smile watching him come to us.
As Cameron crawls then walks into the bedroom, Seth stealthily slips his boxers on.
Cameron’s nod makes the little bit of hair on his head tussle and my cherub cheek toddler still looks like a baby to me when he reaches up for Seth to hold him. “You have to tell your little brother that Mommy needs energy for Aunt Bethy’s baby shower.”
“Or sister,” I correct Seth although I think he’s right. We find out soon if we’re having a boy or a girl. If we have a little girl, I know she’ll have Seth wrapped around her little finger, just like Cameron does. As I watch him pick our son up, hold him close and kiss the top of his head, I know he wants another little boy too.
My hand falls to my belly. The baby is healthy, happy, and I just started to feel kicks. I’ll be happy either way, and I know Seth will be too.





SETH
There are so many boxes. Most of them stark white with shades of pink stripes over them. “I don’t remember this many boxes,” I comment before lifting my beer to my lips. The bottle is still cold and the beer still half full.
“You all have to stay,” Jase points at me, looking pointedly, and then his brothers. “I’m not moving all this by myself.”
Carter’s brow lifts and then his whiskey glass lifts too. The ice clinks and Daniel shakes his head, throwing his hands up.
It’s only when Jase’s jaw drops slightly that his brother’s laugh and Daniel tells him, “we’re just fucking with you.”
That’s the reason we’re all here anyway, in the corner of the dining room, listening to the hustle and bustle of the women straight ahead, still laughing and chatting and bouncing children around.
“When did this become our lives?” Jase questions, as we all stare straight ahead, but there’s no discontent in his voice. He’s nothing but grateful.
Given how each of our stories started, that gratitude is shared equally.
Carter and Aria have their two-year-old Anthony and Caleb, who’s wrapped in Aria’s arms since he’s just been born.
Bastian comes out from the kitchen, smacking Carter on the back and telling him, “I’ve got a thing for you too in the back of the car.” No doubt another gift from Chloe. She spoils all the children.
With a nod, Carter thanks him, the gentle smile on the hard man’s face never leaving. If I know one thing about Carter that I didn’t know years ago, it’s that being surrounded by family makes him an entirely different man.
Some child squeals and all of us look forward, wondering which one it was, but the sound isn’t repeated again and only laughter follows. The oldest child is Bastian and Chloe’s son, Michael, who’s almost three, even though he’s a little shorter than Anthony.
“We’ll be outnumbered soon,” Daniel jokes but he’s so very right.
“Any word on the adoption yet?” I ask him in return.
“We should have final approval next week,” he tells me and his eyes glisten. They’ve been trying for years and just when they gave up, a miracle happened. Although it could have been a tragedy.
“Did you decide on a name?” Carter asks, his brow pinched and true interest showing.
“Charlotte.” Daniel answers and a grin is forced to his lips.
“The first girl!”
Jase refutes with, “Well maybe, unless my wife is carrying a girl.”
Carter is quick to respond, “She’s carrying just like Aria,” Carter comments, taking a long sip of his whiskey. His gaze never leaves his wife and their newborn little boy. “If we’re putting down bets, you’re having a boy too.”

DECLAN FINALLY MAKES his way to us, restlessness in his eyes and I know I need to ask him what happened last night whenever I get a moment alone with him. But now’s not the time. “You need another?” he asks me, not waiting for an answer before handing me one of the two beers in his hands.
“Thanks man,” I answer and throwback the remaining beer.
“You used to all this yet?” Jase asks Declan who huffs a laugh and takes a swig before answering, “I’m just grateful they’ll have each other. You know?”
All of us nod, in the back of the room, watching the scene in front of us, and knowing it could have ended so much differently.
“Here’s to a good life for them.” Carter lifts his glass, still staring at his wife and newborn baby boy.”
“I’ll cheers to that any day,” I lift my beer to his glass and the other men follow.
With the clink of the glass, I take a sip of the new beer and lean against the wall, feeling at home. Knowing I love this life and I may not deserve it, but I’ll never do anything to fuck it up.





CAMERON
17 Years later…

“So what are you going to do about it?”
“You sound like your dad,” my brother, Liam, tells Anthony. The comments makes me chuckle as we sit sprawled out in Uncle Carter’s living room, because it’s true. Uncle Carter is always saying that, ‘so what are you going to do about it.’
“And? What are you going to do about it?” Anthony doesn’t relent. His younger brother Caleb and our cousin Michael are busy with the plans for tomorrow night.
They never pay us any attention, too caught up in the details and not giving enough attention to social life.
“If you like her, you have to do something about it,” Anthony replies when Liam doesn’t say anything. As if Anthony has any room to talk. We spent the last two years together, going through every detail of the business. Our fathers made a name for themselves and we’re not stupid enough to think we aren’t benefiting from it. But we’re going to capitalize on what we were born into. Just like Uncle Daniel says, it’s in our blood to rule. Maybe he didn’t mean for us to take it how we did, but that doesn’t matter.
I just graduated with Anthony this past summer. Both Caleb and Liam have two years left and Michael’s already working with Uncle Carter. The boss said it’s only temporary. We have to find what we’re passionate about and go for it. To not hold back and give it our all.
Those were our marching orders and it looks like we found just that.
We know what our fathers do and the kind of things Uncle Carter and Uncle Jase started years ago. Our last names have a reputation for a reason.
I happen to revel in that reputation.
Knock, knock, knock. The gently rapping at the door carries through to the living room.
“I’ll get it.”
Pushing off the sofa, I half listen to Liam tell Anthony he doesn’t want to do anything about it. He’s fine keeping things the way they are. He’s lying. He wants her more than anything and we all know it.
The crisp fall air is a welcome feeling at first when the heavy door is open. I’ve always felt at home here. Maybe it’s because my family’s here just as much as we are at home.
This girl in front of me though; she throws me off. Confidence be damned, I stare for a moment, caught off guard. She’s gorgeous with bright hazel eyes, her skin a warm chestnut color and her dark black hair is thick and full, landing just past her shoulders. It blows with the gust of wind and she closes her eyes to brush it from her face.
“You lost?” I question when I find the wind that was knocked out of me. Tightening my grip on the door, I notice she’s hesitant, nervous even. She should be. No one comes up here.
“I hope not,” her voice is soft, but not at all submissive. More sultry than anything. “I need help,” she doesn’t waste words, getting right down to it and staring me down with those piercing eyes.
“Who are you looking for?”
“I think you? Cameron King. Well you and your crew.”
“Crew? I wouldn’t call us a crew.” My Dad always told me if anyone asks for any information that my answer is always, ‘I don’t know, I didn’t see anything and I don’t have anything to say.’ I can’t not say something back to this girl though. Truth be told, I’m grateful she came here looking for me and it’s my name that just came off those beautiful lips. And not Cross.
“But you know who I’m referring to?” she questions with an air of necessity. Maybe even desperation.
“My family.”
“Sure. The Cross family? I heard you and your cousin Anthony have a way of making things happen.”
“That might be true. Who’s asking?” There’s no threat to my lowered tone, just an underlying question: can I trust you? The answer is almost always: no. We’re a tight group and no one comes between us.
That probably includes this pretty little thing standing on my doorstep.
She shuffles and for the first time looks nervous. Both of her hands slip into her jean pockets and the urge to invite her in is strong, but for all I know she could be a cop. It wouldn’t be the first time they sent someone in undercover.
“Look, I’m going to be straight with you.” She clears her throat and hunches her shoulders closer when another gust blows by.
Opening the door a good foot and stepping back isn’t inviting her in; I’m just giving her a place to stand for a moment. I don’t miss that she glances past me at the massive foyer and doesn’t react. Her hazel eyes go right back to mine. Like she’s used to places like this or at least like the inside is exactly what she expected.
“I got into some trouble,” she confesses. “And if my father knew, he’d be pissed. I don’t want him to find out. I need some help but to keep it quiet, you know?”
“What kind of trouble?”
She swallows, her throat slim and the simple action is sexy as hell. The flash of fear in her eyes as she recalls the trouble she’s in though… it sends a spike of something else through me.
She takes a moment to answer, tasting her words before letting them escape. “The kind my father gets into. The kind your father gets into.” I don’t react to that accusation, but I don’t have to, she continues after a short breath, “Your family are the only names I’ve ever heard from my father spoken as if there was any trust there. I don’t have anyone. We don’t have anyone. I don’t have anyone else to go to… please. Help me.”
I search her face for any kind of familiarity but I don’t recognize her. She doesn’t look like anyone I know. How is it that in this life, she doesn’t have anyone? That’s the whole point. I ask her the obvious question, “Who’s your father?”
I would have never expected the answer she gives me. The chills that come after though; they come every time we hear his name.
“Marcus.”

A Note From the Author

There are many stories left to be written in the Merciless World; I love this world so very much and all of the characters in it. Up next is Tease Me Once. You don’t want to miss this wild ride.





ALSO BY W. WINTERS
Read Willow’s sexiest and most talked about romances in the Merciless World

This Love Hurts Trilogy
This Love Hurts
But I Need You
And I Love You the Most

An epic tale of both betrayal and all-consuming love...
Marcus, the villain.
Cody Walsh, the FBI agent who knows too much. 
And Delilah, the lawyer caught in between.

What I Would do for You (This Love Hurts Trilogy Collection)

A Kiss to Tell (a standalone novel)
They lived on the same street and went to the same school, although he was a year ahead. Even so close, he was untouchable.
Sebastian was bad news and Chloe was the sad girl who didn’t belong.
Then one night changed everything.

Possessive (a standalone novel)
It was never love with Daniel Cross and she never thought it would be. It was only lust from a distance.  Unrequited love maybe.
He’s a man Addison could never have, for so many reasons.

Merciless Saga
Merciless
Heartless
Breathless
Endless

Ruthless, crime family leader Carter Cross should’ve known Aria would ruin him the moment he saw her. Given to Carter to start a war; he was too eager to accept. But what he didn’t know was what Aria would do to him. He didn’t know that she would change everything. 

All He’ll Ever Be (Merciless Series Collection of all 4 novels)

Irresistible Attraction Trilogy
A Single Glance
A Single Kiss
A Single Touch

Bethany is looking for answers and to find them she needs one of the brothers of an infamous crime family, Jase Cross.
Even a sizzling love affair won’t stop her from getting what she needs.
But Bethany soon comes to realise Jase will be her downfall, and she’s determined to be his just the same. 

Irresistible Attraction (A Single Glance Trilogy Collection)

Hard to Love Series
Hard to Love
Desperate to Touch
Tempted to Kiss
Easy to Fall

Eight years ago she ran from him. 
Laura should have known he'd come for her. Men like Seth King always get what they want.
Laura knows what Seth wants from her, and she knows it comes with a steep price.
However it’s a risk both of them will take.

Not My Heart to Break (Hard to Love Series Collection)

Tease Me Once
Tease me once... I'll kiss you twice.
Declan Cross' story from the Merciless World.

Spin off of the Merciless World 

Love the Way Series
Kiss Me
Hold Me
Love Me

With everything I've been through, and the unfortunate way we met, the last thing I thought I'd be focused on is the fact that I love the way you kiss me.

Extended epilogues to the Merciless World Novels
A Kiss To Keep (more of Sebastian and Chloe)
Seductive (more of Daniel and Addison) 
Effortless (more of Carter and Aria)
Never to End (more of Seth and Laura)

Sexy, thrilling with a touch of dark Standalone Novels

Broken (Standalone)
Kade is ruthless and cold hearted in the criminal world.
They gave Olivia to him. To break. To do as he’d like.
All because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.  But there are secrets that change everything. And once he has her, he’s never letting her go.

Forget Me Not  (Standalone novel)
She loved a boy a long time ago.  He helped her escape and she left him behind.  Regret followed her every day after.
Jay, the boy she used to know, came back, a man.  With a grip strong enough to keep her close and a look in his eyes that warned her to never dare leave him again. 
It’s dark and twisted.
But that doesn’t make it any less of what it is.
A love story. Our love story.

It’s Our Secret (Standalone novel)
It was only a little lie. That’s how stories like these get started.
But with every lie Allison tells, Dean sees through it.
She didn't know what would happen. But with all the secrets and lies, she never thought she’d fall for him. 

You Are Mine Series of Duets

You Are My Reason (You Are Mine Duet book 1)
You Are My Hope (You Are Mine Duet book 2)
Mason and Jules emotionally gripping romantic suspense duet.
One look and Jules was tempted; one taste, addicted.
No one is perfect, but that’s how it felt to be in Mason’s arms.
But will the sins of his past tear them apart?

You Know I Love You  
You Know I Need You
Kat says goodbye to the one man she ever loved even though Evan begs her to trust him. 
With secrets she couldn’t have possibly imagined, Kat is torn between what’s right and what was right for them.

Tell Me You Want Me
A sexy office romance with a brooding hero, Adrian Bradford, who you can't help but fall head over heels for... in and out of the boardroom.

Small Town Romance

Tequila Rose Book 1
Autumn Night Whiskey Book 2
He tasted like tequila and the fake name I gave him was Rose.
Four years ago, I decided to get over one man, by getting under another. A single night and nothing more. 
Now, with a three-year-old in tow, the man I still dream about is staring at me from across the street in the town I grew up in. I don’t miss the flash of recognition, or the heat in his gaze.
The chemistry is still there, even after all these years. 
I just hope the secrets and regrets don’t destroy our second chance before it’s even begun.

A Little Bit Dirty

Contemporary Romance Standalones
Knocking Boots (A Novel)
They were never meant to be together.
Charlie is a bartender with noncommittal tendencies.
Grace is looking for the opposite. Commitment. Marriage. A baby.

Promise Me (A Novel)
She gave him her heart. Back when she thought they’d always be together. 
Now Hunter is home and he wants Violet back. 

Tell Me To Stay (A Novella)
He devoured her, and she did the same to him.
Until it all fell apart and Sophie ran as far away from Madox as she could.
After all, the two of them were never meant to be together?

Second Chance (A Novella)
No one knows what happened the night that forced them apart. No one can ever know.
But the moment Nathan locks his light blue eyes on Harlow again, she is ruined. 
She never stood a chance. 

Burned Promises (A Novella)
Derek made her a promise. And then he broke it. That’s what happens with your first love.
But Emma didn’t expect for Derek to fall back into her life and for her to fall back into his bed.

Valetti Crime Family Series:
A HOT mafia series to sink your teeth into. 

Dirty Dom
Becca came to pay off a debt, but Dominic Valetti wanted more.
So he did what he’s always done, and took what he wanted.

His Hostage
Elle finds herself in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The mafia doesn’t let witnesses simply walk away.
Regret has a name, and it’s Vincent Valetti.

Rough Touch
Ava is looking for revenge at any cost so long as she can remember the girl she used to be.
But she doesn’t expect Kane to show up and show her kindness that will break her. 

Cuffed Kiss
Tommy Valetti is a thug, a mistake, and everything Tonya needs; the answers to numb the pain of her past.

Bad Boy 
Anthony is the hitman for the Valetti familia, and damn good at what he does. They want men to talk, he makes them talk. They want men gone, bang - it’s done. It’s as simple as that.
Until Catherine.

Those Boys Are Trouble (Valetti Crime Family Collection)

To Be Claimed Saga
A hot
tempting series of fated love, lust-filled secrets and the beginnings of an epic war.

Wounded Kiss
Gentle Scars

Collections of shorts and novellas

Don’t Let Go
A collection of stories including:
Infatuation
Desires in the Night and Keeping Secrets
Bad Boy Next Door

Kisses and Wishes
A collection of holiday stories including: 
One Holiday Wish
Collared for Christmas
Stolen Mistletoe Kisses

All I Want is a Kiss (A Holiday short)
Olivia thought fleeting weekends would be enough and it always was, until the distance threatened to tear her and Nicholas apart for good. 

Highest Bidder Series:

Bought
Sold 
Owned 
Given
From USA Today best selling authors, Willow Winters and Lauren Landish, comes a sexy and forbidden series of standalone romances.

Highest Bidder Collection (All four Highest Bidder Novels)

Bad Boy Standalones, cowritten with Lauren Landish:

Inked
Tempted
Mr. CEO
Three novels featuring sexy powerful heroes. 
Three romances that are just as swoon-worthy as they are tempting.

Simply Irresistible (A Bad Boy Collection)

Forsaken, (A Dark Romance cowritten with B. B. Hamel)
Grace is stolen and gifted to him; Geo a dominating, brutal and a cold hearted killer.
However, with each gentle touch and act of kindness that lures her closer to him, Grace is finding it impossible to remember why she should fight him.

View Willow’s entire collection and full reading order at willowwinterswrites.com/reading-order

Happy reading and best wishes,
Willow xx
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