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      Dear reader,

      

      Stolen Love is Book 3 of the Beauty in the Stolen trilogy. To follow the story, Stolen Lust (Book 1) and Stolen Life (Book 2) must be read first.

      

      
        
        Read Stolen Lust now.

        Read Stolen Life now.

      

      

      
        
        Stolen Lust (Book 1)

        Ian Hart is the most notorious criminal in the country. Like the thief he is, he came in the dark and stole a night of my life.

      

        

      
        He left me with souvenirs. Disaster and fear are my new realities. I’ll forever look over my shoulder, terrified he’d return, because when he took me, he stole more than just a few hours of my time.

      

        

      
        His crime has consequences neither of us could’ve imagined. If I’m to escape the nightmare of my life, I have to outsmart him. If I’m to survive, I have to outwit every enemy he’s turned against me, including Ian himself, the most dangerous and cleverest man I know.

      

        

      
        Stolen Life (Book 2)

        Ian Hart stole a night of my life but he took so much more. His obsession pinned a label on me. His lust put me in an impossible situation. Now I have to choose sides. I have to decide between right and wrong. Only, no matter what choice I make, each comes with dreadful consequences. There’s only one way this can end—how every tragedy ends.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cas

      

      

      

      There was a time when I was sweet and naïve. I heeded the law, minded my own business, and lived by the rules. Then I fell for a thief and gave him my heart. He didn’t even have to steal it. I handed it to him wrapped up with a pretty bow on a silver platter. The consequences are my burdens to carry. What happened to me is nobody’s fault but mine. I opened my heart and legs wide while closing my eyes.

      I was stupid to fall in love with Ian Hart. He didn’t deserve my heart. He ordered Ruben, a member of his gang, to aim for the very organ I gifted him after rowing me to the middle of the Zambezi River and posing me like a sitting duck in his boat. When I dived into the water in a futile attempt at dodging the bullet, Ruben shot me in the side instead. I fell into a river infested with crocodiles and hippos, a very convenient grave. Indeed, there isn’t a more effective way of disposing of a body. The turbulent water swept me over rapids for more than a kilometer before hurling me over a waterfall.

      I should’ve drowned. My defective heart should’ve stopped. The crocodiles should’ve dragged me to the bottom or a hippo should’ve chomped my body in two, but the god of the water, Nyaminyami, had mercy on me. Instead of taking two lives, he only took the life growing inside me. He spat me out on the banks below the falls. I’d rather it was the other way around, but Nyaminyami is a god of tragic love. Being separated from his wife by a manmade dam, he appreciates the suffering of unrequited love. Or maybe he’s punishing mankind.

      The children fetching water found me. The men carried me to the huts. The women nursed me. None of them said a word to Ian, the man who owns the lodge on the banks of that river, because once upon a happier time, I was one of them. I worked, lived, and laughed alongside them. Perhaps they kept quiet only because I saved Banga and freed them from the evil spirit who’d taken the shape of a baboon.

      It’s a good thing I’m used to fighting for survival. I’ve been fighting since the day I was born. Ironically, my weak heart made me strong. It took me three months to fully recover. The road to healing was painful in more than one way. The physical part was the easiest. The hardest part was dealing with the truth. Ian had ordered my death. The worst was mourning my baby, our baby, and later finding out I’ll never have other children.

      One month later, on Christmas day, Ian scattered flowers on the water and declared me dead. That’s what the villagers told me.

      “What kind of flowers?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?” the women replied.

      “Yes,” I said. “It matters.”

      Orange blossoms.

      There was even a ceremony. Shona, Banga, Waitada, and Garai wept as the coffin was lowered into the ground.

      “What did he bury?” I asked.

      What could he put in the casket? Did he sink it empty and lonely into the grave?

      “The gun Ian gave you,” Vimbo said, “the one with the ivory grips.”

      Ian stood stone-faced, they said, not shedding a tear. The cross stands on the hill that looks out over the river, the place where Ian took me for sundowners when he told me I could be happy there. I always thought there was something sentimental in him. Why else would he have tattooed love, survival, and humility on his skin? I guess I fell into the survival bracket. He planned my murder because he believed I betrayed him. He didn’t love me enough to let me explain. He once told me humility means we carry all the blame for our mistakes but not all the credit for our accomplishments. Ha. I carry all the blame for loving him.

      Now there’s a cross at the very place where we conceived our baby, a child he’ll never know existed. It’s ironic but also fitting.

      The villagers loaded me into a van with enough food for a week, and the driver smuggled me over the border into South Africa. After the night Ian had stolen me, he’d given me five million rand in an offshore account. I wasn’t planning on ever using that money, but I withdrew some cash. The first thing I bought was a gun. The second was a false identity. Officially, I’m dead. I’m not Cassandra Joubert any longer. I can be whoever I want to be.

      I stay on the move between Botswana and South Africa, training every day. With each passing day, I get stronger and faster. Where I’d once sworn I wouldn’t touch the money Ian gave me, I now use those funds for one purpose only—to find the man who killed me. When I do, I’m going to kill him right back.
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        Cas

      

      

      

      It’s pure instinct that brings me to the motel opposite the bar in Victoria Falls. The only guarantee I have that Ian Hart may be here is that it’s Christmas day, the anniversary of my official death.

      Yes, the anniversary of my baby’s death, but I try not to think about her—I think of our baby as a girl—so much these days. The pain is too brutal. It distracts me from my goal of tracking Ian, which is no easy task.

      The gang split up. From what I could gather, Ian retired. He’s no longer robbing casinos and jewelry vaults. Like me, he’s been moving around. He’s been spotted in the northwest province of South Africa, Mozambique, and Angola, but never in Zimbabwe. I don’t know what became of Leon and Ruben, the other two gang members, and I don’t care. Ruben pulled the trigger, but he acted on Ian’s command. Anyway, it’s not Ruben I loved. My business is with Ian. Ruben is a goal for later.

      Tonight, Ian may or may not be here. It’s a gamble. He came to the bar after the funeral, probably to celebrate his victory. He’d gotten rid of me successfully. I was a task ticked off on his list. I don’t dare ask at the lodge or interrogate the villagers. We made a pact when I left not to speak again. They saved me, but they’re loyal to Ian. They were willing to help me because of what he did, but now we’re even. If I ever go back, I can’t count on them not to tell on me. The gates of his property are still guarded and the fences patrolled. I do have a backup plan for getting inside, but I’ll have less people to fight if I can find him alone.

      Loud singing coming from outside draws my attention to the grubby window of the motel room. A few drunk men are making their way across the parking of the bar on the opposite side of the road. With their arms thrown around each other’s shoulders, they stumble to the corner of the lot where the taxis are parked. People with families are home tonight, drinking ginger beer around Christmas trees with sparkling lights and gifts wrapped in red paper and pretty bows. People with no one get drunk. People with no one go to the bar to forget they have no one and hope to get laid.

      No new vehicles are parked in the lot. I’ve been keeping an eye on the bar since dusk. If he doesn’t show up by eleven, I’ll spend the night in the motel and summon the microlight pilot to land me on Ian’s property tomorrow. I’ll sneak up to the bungalow and surprise him if he’s there. The pilot, who’s offering tourist rides over the falls, will wait to fly me back to town. It’s a good plan, but one I’ll implement only if all else fails. The idea of going back to the lodge tightens my chest. Already being back here, in town, unsettles me. It’s not easy.

      I push down the memories and turn my face toward the chipped mirror on the wall. The woman staring back at me has black hair styled into a short bob and green eyes thanks to contact lenses. My body is leaner these days, less soft and less curvy. The angles of my hipbones and shoulders are sharper, reflecting the hard edges of what’s inside. I’m wearing a tight, pink top and a black skirt that clings to my thighs. The hem of the top ends above my navel and the skirt barely covers my ass. It’s a slutty outfit meant to look cheap. Easy. It’s the kind of outfit that attracts men like bees to a honeypot. I spray on the perfume I got from the supermarket that smells like cotton candy. My makeup is dark, my lips glossy and red, and my eyelashes false. I look nothing like the old me. Tonight, I’m Cindy.

      “Hey, honey,” I say, practicing my new accent. “Wanna dance?”

      Yeah. That’ll do.

      Taking a deep breath, I fill my lungs with the musty air. My hands are steady as I drop my gun, money, false ID, and pills into a sequined evening bag that’s shaped like a pair of pink lips with a red tongue sticking out. A pair of silver killer heels finishes off the outfit. I touch the bone pendant on the leather string around my neck, pressing a finger against the sharp tip of the river god’s coiled body before tugging it between my boobs under the top. The bite of pain grounds me.

      Then I wait.

      With a bit of luck, tonight Ian Hart’s fortune changes.
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        Ian

      

      

      

      It’s been a year. I haven’t been back to the lodge in Zimbabwe since the day I had a death certificate issued for her.

      Cas.

      I still find it hard to say her name, even silently in my head. Yet her name—she—is always there, omnisciently present, a living thing under my breastbone. For the most part, I manage by filling my days with activity. However, on days like today, the memories won’t let me find peace.

      I fly in by helicopter. Since I had a lot of free time on my hands this year, I got my rotorcraft private pilot license and ordered a kit-built, four-seat, Hummingbird helicopter from Florida, USA that I assembled myself. It helped to keep me busy.

      The staff isn’t there to greet me when I land in the clearing next to the main entrance. They’re off for the holiday, spending Christmas with their families. Fine. I’ll be honest. I didn’t inform them of my intended visit. After Cas’s death, our relationship has never been the same. Every aspect of my life has fallen apart.

      The main building is dark and unwelcoming. The ambience is quietly depressing. Where there has once been a feeling of homecoming, there are only guilt and blame now. Those sentiments are part and parcel of what the lodge represents. They’re ingrained in my being.

      I don’t go to the bungalow where her presence lingers. I collapse on the sofa in the office. I’ve been going for twenty-four hours with no shuteye, but despite my fatigue, sleep doesn’t come. Not that I’m here to sleep. I’m here for a different reason.

      Giving up, I gather the wreath I fetched from the guy in Rustenburg. I pay him a fortune to cultivate hothouse orange blossoms throughout the year. I grab a rifle and put the box of flowers in the Jeep. When I’ve secured the box so the delicate petals won’t bruise from being tossed around, I make my way to the outlook point next to the river.

      The cross stands lonely on the hill, but it has the advantage of the view. The wooden structure is a dark outline of grief in the orange ambers of dusk, a stark reminder of my faults and sins. Carefully removing the flowers from the box, I punish myself by inhaling the sweet scent of the blossoms. Fuck. I’m hurled into the past to an abandoned farmhouse in the middle of a field and an angel on a kitchen table pinned underneath me. The words I whispered, the verdict I put on her life, come back to haunt me.

      You’re mine.

      The minute the tight seal I keep on that memory breaks, other recollections come flooding in. An image of her face as she smiles up at me from a bed of cabbages flashes through my mind. I see the flare of her blue eyes as I grab the waistband of her jeans and tug her to me. I hear her gasp on the gust of wind that carries over the valley, but it’s only a phantom whisper that teases the hair in my nape.

      I swallow at the ache that builds in my chest. The hurt fills the hollowness inside until it’s all I breathe and taste. I drag it into my lungs and feel its bitterness on my tongue. Dragging my fingers over the flowers, I let the thorns on their woven twigs bite into my skin. A drop of blood pools on my thumb. If physical pain could lessen the agony I’m suffering inside, I’d be a masochist by now. Taking the utmost care, I hang the wreath over the top of the cross and shove my hands into my pockets as I step back to take in the sight.

      The noise of a bike pulls me from the moment. Survival is the value that makes me vigilant. It’s a promise to myself etched on my skin, otherwise I may have thrown in the towel a long time ago. I stay watchful, ready to grab the rifle, but it’s the old Harley I keep on the premises that becomes visible in a cloud of dust on the dirt road.

      I recognize the rider long before he’s reached me. There’s only one man who wears a leather jacket like a second skin.

      My younger brother parks in the road. He takes off the helmet and shakes out his hair. It’s grown longer. He’s gotten bigger. He must be pumping iron. He leaves the helmet on the backseat and makes his way over.

      For a while we stand in silence, facing the cross. He plucks one of the tall blades from a poll of grass and pops it into his mouth. Chewing on it, he stares at the fresh flowers. His face doesn’t give away anything, but regret is etched in the deep lines of his mouth.

      It’s Leon who finally breaks the silence. “It’s been a year.”

      And a month. She died in November.

      He spits the chewed grass on the ground. “You’ve got to let it go, or it’ll eat you alive.”

      It’s eating him too, or else he wouldn’t have avoided the lodge like I’m doing. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      He shrugs, his gaze trained on the distance beyond the cross. “Figures.”

      Since after what happened, the gang is no more. Everything fell flat. We went our separate ways, me to chase action to exorcise my ghosts and Leon to develop apps for a crime boss in Johannesburg.

      “How’s the new job?” I ask, kicking a lump of soil.

      “Great. I’m enjoying the challenge.”

      I drag my gaze over him. “You’ve packed on some muscle. Working out?”

      “Just keeping fit.”

      Keeping safe, he means. In our world, only the strongest survive. “Good for you.”

      “Seriously, Ian.” He turns to face me. “Come back to Joburg with me. I have a gig up there to finish. We can grab a few beers and celebrate Christmas, get a few gifts to exchange and shit.”

      I almost smile at that. “You’re going to get me a gift and wrap it?”

      He grins. “Nah. How about a bottle of rum? I’ll throw in a couple of easy women.”

      At women, my gut tightens. Everything inside me goes still. I haven’t gotten hard for a woman since Cas. The only way I can come is in my fist with an image of platinum hair and blue eyes in my mind.

      As if realizing his mistake, his expression sobers. “Come with me. I’ll finish the gig and then we can hang out in Mozambique for a few days. Sun, fishing, and booze. What do you say?”

      “I’ve got a job lined up,” I lie.

      “You don’t need the money.”

      “It keeps me busy.”

      He works his jaw from side to side. “I have a flight in an hour.”

      I stare back at the river. “I won’t be on it.”

      He contemplates the rejection quietly. After a while, he says, “If you need a friend, you know where to find me.”

      “Thanks.” I dig up the closest thing to a smile from the dregs of my soul and offer him the crumb. “I appreciate it.”

      He nods. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      He doesn’t look back as he walks to the bike, gets on, and fits his helmet. The roar of the engine cuts through the silence, disturbing the peace, and a short while later, it’s nothing but a rattle and hum in the distance.

      I linger until darkness swallows the outlines that define the cross, until wrong bleeds out and right requires no action other than to survive.

      Survival.

      If it takes a dozen beers to forget, so be it. I’m not picky about my methods.

      I start the engine, drive to the lodge, and shower in the guest bathroom. After changing into a clean T-shirt and pair of jeans, I drive away from the ghosts that haunt me just like I did a year ago. At least in the bar in town there are other people like me, people running from themselves. Even if I’ll be sitting alone, I won’t feel like the only loser.

      The bar sits on the outskirts of town, close to the Zambian border. It’s a dump with a fading, yellow façade and a dead neon sign that reads beer. Right of admission reserved is painted in black letters above the door. The glass squares of the door are dirty, but the dim light inside is inviting. It’s easier to get lost in the somber glow of lanterns than being dissected under the glaring light of a tungsten bulb.

      The door groans when I push it open. Cigarette smoke hangs thick in the air. A song from a local band plays from speakers mounted on the walls. I can handle anything as long as it’s not a Christmas carol. A few old men sit around the scattered tables, nursing drinks and playing cards. Two younger guys sit at the bar, smoking and chatting to the bar lady who’s leaning with her elbows on the counter and popping gum. They each have a shooter glass in front of them and a bottle of Sambuca on the side.

      I take the far corner, order a beer, and make myself comfortable in the shadows.

      “Keep them coming,” I tell the bar lady.

      I came with the Jeep, but there’s a motel across the road. If I get slaughtered, which is my plan, I can crash there for the night. The mildewy, lumpy mattresses of the rundown rooms beat the sofa in the office. A dirty room here beats the memories that wait for me there any night.

      When the bar lady puts a Zambezi in front of me, I twist off the cap and tip back the bottle. I swallow half of the beer in four, long gulps while keeping an eye on the door. A short hallway leads to a toilet, but there’s no backdoor. There’s only one entrance to watch.

      The gun in my waistband is a reassuring weight. I made sure no one followed me from the lodge and no cops were hanging around outside before entering. With the police force’s limited resources, I doubt they’re keeping an eye on the lodge twenty-four-seven. After a year with no sign of me, they should’ve given up, but you never know. Someone clever may have paid attention to the date and the significance of Christmas.

      When I throw back my head to finish what’s left of the beer, the door opens. I tense, but it’s only a woman—a hooker, by the looks of her. Tight top, short skirt, and fuck-me heels. Small tits and round ass. Normally, I wouldn’t have spared her a second glance, but it’s the way my cock takes notice that stills me. Small tits and a round ass are my preferences, but the black hair and short cut are all wrong. So are the whiff of cheap perfume and the green eyes she fixes on me as she slides onto the bar stool next to mine.

      In a second flat, I’m hard. Tonight of all nights, my cocks decides the sabbatical is over. It makes me curious about her. I’m not planning on giving her business, but my interest is piqued.

      She parts luscious, shiny lips and asks in an accent I can’t place, “Aren’t you gonna buy me a drink?” as she plonks a glitzy bag on the counter.

      My gaze is drawn to the ugly, shiny evening bag before dropping to her pale thighs. When I look back at her face, I catch her knowing smirk. She knows she makes men hard.

      “What would you like?” I ask.

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      I signal the bar lady. “A beer for my neighbor.”

      Her smile is seductive. “I’m glad you didn’t say for the lady.”

      My balls draw so tight they’re just about knotted. For a hooker I don’t know from Adam. For black and green, not blond and blue. “Aren’t you? A lady?”

      “No,” she drawls, giving me a heated look.

      This is where Leon would tell me to go for it. If he were in my shoes, he’d be on her in the blink of an eye. He’d tell me to break the dry spell and get it over with, but for as long as love is inked on my skin, I can’t. That word may just as well be carved on my heart, and my heart belongs to someone else. For better or worse. In life and death.

      Probably sensing that my interest is dwindling in spite of my thickening cock, she quickly adds, “But I can be anything you want me to be.”

      “Hard up for money?”

      I take another drink from my beer. She hasn’t touched hers yet.

      “Maybe I’m hard up for something else,” she says.

      I don’t want to insult her by throwing bills in her face, but, “I can give you some. Money, that is. You don’t need to sell anything for it.”

      Annoyance flashes across her face. “I don’t need your money.”

      Right. That’s not what her clothes say. “Don’t take it personally.”

      “Take what personally?” she asks with more sparks of anger.

      My cock twitches. Fuck. Her sassy attitude is only making me harder, making letting her down more difficult. “The rejection.”

      She smiles, although I get the impression she’d rather utter a snort. She looks pointedly at the bulge in my jeans. “I know you want me.”

      “Yeah, well.” I press the neck of the bottle against my lips. “Wanting and taking are two different things.”

      Her cheeks flush a little. I can’t say if it’s from anger or arousal, but I do know it’s not from embarrassment. This girl doesn’t feel bad about herself. That’s not the vibe I get. She’s confident. She’ll be confident about sex. Fuck. I need to stop thinking about sex. I definitely shouldn’t imagine what her pussy will taste and look like.

      Rolling my shoulders, I shrug off the untimely turn-on of her presence. There are a lot of hookers around, but most of them are on the more glamorous Zambian side of the border. They have a blooming market in tourists. There was a time when Leon, Ruben, and I cashed in on that availability, but that was before I stole myself a girlfriend.

      As always, my chest tightens at the notion. I push it away almost brusquely, unwilling to drown in that pain just yet. That’s for later when I’m stinking drunk. For now, I focus on the surprising scrap of a human being next to me who would be much safer and better off servicing the clientele at the higher-end-of-the-scale bars at the casino. What the fuck is she doing in this dump?

      Unable to stop myself, I ask, “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      Streetwise or not, it’s not safe to let her hang around here on her own. Already, the guys at the bar are ogling her. Even some of the older men are sporting wood.

      She rests her chin in her hand. “Where did you have in mind?”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “Motel.” She flicks her head in that direction. “I have a room. It’s just across the road.”

      I turn in my seat, facing her squarely. “I’ll walk you home, see that you get in safely, but nothing is going to happen. Understand?”

      She bats her fake eyelashes. “Okay. If you say so.”

      I tip my head toward her untouched beer. “Are you going to drink that?”

      “Yeah.” She jumps off her barstool and straightens her skirt to cover her panties, but not before I’ve caught a glimpse of the candy-pink lace. “I just have to visit the ladies first.”

      Shooting me a smile, she pushes out her small tits. She’s not wearing a bra. Her nipples pebble under the thin fabric. She drapes the sling of her bag over her shoulder and grabs the beer, taking both with her down the hallway to the toilet, presumably so I don’t spike her drink.

      Wise girl.

      The guys at the bar check out her butt when she sashays past. One of them straightens, adjusting his cock as he follows her progress with his eyes. I know what’s going through the cocksucker’s mind. He’s envisioning a quick, juicy fuck in the toilets. He’s imagining slamming her back against the cunts and other crass words written on the wall and groping her tits while sinking his cock and balls inside her. He’s thinking about shooting his load up her pussy and letting it dribble down her thighs as he pushes a twenty in her cleavage before going back to his drink.

      It’s not going to fucking happen.

      I get off my barstool and flick my leather jacket open, making sure every person with a dick sees the gun in my waistband before I follow the woman down the hallway. The door of the toilet swings shut behind her. It’s one of those doors with a gap at the top and the bottom. I’m tall enough to see over the top and immoral enough to look, making sure I hang back in the shadows. She doesn’t enter the toilet stall, but stops in front of the basin and leaves the beer on the edge. Taking a brown bottle from her bag, she uncaps it and shakes out two pills.

      It’s as if a bucket of ice water was dumped over my head. Frost douses the fire in my veins. My heart stops and starts, and my whole body turns into a live wire. Anyone else could’ve easily mistaken those pills for MDMA or LSD. Not me. I’m intimately familiar with the brown bottle and the logo that reflects in the mirror.

      It’s a beta blocker, a chronic medication for heart disease.

      What the fuck?

      I look at her face again. If I scrub away all that gaudy make-up and put blond hair on her, she could be Cas. She’s got the same build, the same attitude.

      Stumbling back a step, I lean against the wall and rub the heels of my palms over my face. Maybe I’m hallucinating. Maybe I’m going crazy. It wouldn’t surprise me. But what are the chances of a woman who takes the same medication Cas used to take walking into this bar on the anniversary of her funeral?

      My body is numb with shock, but I refuse to hope just yet. I need to walk her out of this bar and figure out who she is and what her plans are. I need to get her into that motel room and assure myself that my eyes aren’t playing tricks on me. I have to strip her from those godawful clothes to ascertain it’s her. With make-up plastered in thick layers onto her face, her features can lie, but her naked body can’t. Her smell and accent can lie, but never my body’s reaction.

      When she washes her hands and checks herself in the mirror, I go to the end of the hallway and wait. She barges through the swing door and gives a start when she spots me. Her steps slow as if she’s worried I’d back her up into the toilet and have my way with her, but when I offer her a smile, she squares her shoulders and walks over.

      Taking the beer from her hand, I leave it on the bar counter. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” she says, narrowing her green eyes for the minutest of seconds. Then she paints a saucy smile on her face and leads the way to the door.

      My heart is galloping like a wild horse in my chest. The echo of those runaway hoofs reverberates in my skull. Blood rushes through my veins. Every part of my body is electrified with awareness. I’m alive, alert, as I follow her into the night.

      She stiffens when I place my palm on the small of her back. For my part, it’s an instinctive act, a point of contact I need but also to guide her safely across the dark lot. She quickly recovers, visibly relaxing her shoulders and pretending the touch doesn’t bother her when goosebumps run over her arms. I resist the urge to remove my jacket and hang it over her shoulders. My only aim is getting her across the street and into her room where I can strip her down to the truth.

      She’s my Cas. I know it. I know it with an inborn instinct. But why? Why would she hide away for a year and let me believe the worst? Why would she let me go through that hell? Why come back as someone else? Why pretend?

      Questions turn in my head while I get drunk on her presence. I’m shit scared I’ll open my eyes and discover it’s a dream. Yet the naked skin of her midriff under my palm is real. So is the heat emanating from her body and the shiver that runs over her when I brush my thumb over her spine.

      Why?

      I’m about to find out, and I won’t stop until I have every answer and every detail I crave.

      Her heels clack across the street. She leads the way to the motel and stops under the yellow light that illuminates door number six. I’m a mess inside, battling to get a handle on the relief, anger, and disbelief warring in my chest. She’s facing the door with her back turned to me as she goes through her bag, presumably for the key. I have an unstoppable urge to press her against that wood and slide my hand up her thigh under the skirt. To feel her. To be sure.

      She’s fumbling, her body growing tenser by the second.

      Bracing a palm on the doorframe, I lean in. Our bodies barely brush together, but every inch of her length burns my skin through the layers of our clothes. I tilt my head to the arc of her neck and inhale that erroneous scent of candy while she’s going through her bag, ignorant about the fact that I’m sniffing her like a dog in heat.

      The words grate my throat, cracking with rusty lust. “What’s your name?” I will her to say it, to utter the name of a ghost.

      “Cindy,” she says, stiffening more.

      For a hooker who’s been very intent on getting into my pants, she’s suddenly strangely nervous.

      I slide an arm around her waist, hold out my palm in front of her, and order in a gruff voice, “Give me the key.”

      “Okay,” she says, finally extracting what she’s looking for from her bag, but instead of dropping the key in my palm, she twists around and presses her back against the door.

      Her eyes, those wrong green eyes, simmer with something like hurt. No, hatred.

      Then I look down and see what she’s pointing at my stomach.

      A gun.
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        Cas

      

      

      

      Seeing him is too much. My heart can’t cope with it. He’s wearing his brown leather jacket, the old one, with a pair of jeans, looking more manly than ever. There’s a new edge to him, something more dangerous. I can’t put my finger on it, but that something I sense is irresponsible and volatile, like taking uncalculated risks without caring about the consequences.

      What’s worse is he’s still wearing the Nyaminyami pendant. The god of the river hangs just above the V-neck of his T-shirt. He kept his promise to never take it off. It would’ve been easier if he’d broken that promise. Only sheer willpower prevents me from staring at it.

      It takes everything I have and more to act the part of a hooker in need of a lay. What isn’t a lie is the dampness in my slutty underwear. There’s no need to fake that. He still has the same, devastating effect on me. I only hate him more for it. Pulling the trigger will be so much sweeter.

      Yet it’s not sweetness that blossoms in my chest as I push the barrel against his stomach. The flare of his eyes doesn’t ignite the victory I imagined. All I feel is sadness. Loss.

      “Cas,” he says, his voice hoarse and his dark eyes awash with disbelief.

      This is it, the moment of truth, the moment I’ve been waiting for. I thought I’d take joy from his shock, but it only rips open the old wounds and makes me bleed all over again. It took me a year to track him down. Finding him should make me happy. Killing him should finally bring me closure, but for some reason, I hesitate, not pulling the trigger.

      He carries a gun in his waistband. I saw it. Yet he doesn’t reach for it. He must know he doesn’t stand a chance of getting his gun before I fire a shot.

      The million things I want to say to him are condensed in a bullet.

      Pull the trigger, Cas. Finish this.

      A shadow falls over us. The hair in my nape stands on end. Ian notices at the same time I do. Both of us jerk our faces to the threat. Shock slams into me. Detective Jim Wolfe stands a short distance away, his gun pointed at us. He doesn’t shout drop your weapon or any of the warnings I expect. Like a bolt of lightning from the heavens, the revelation hits me.

      He’s not here to make an arrest.

      Before I can act, he takes aim. Unlike me, he doesn’t hesitate to pull the trigger.

      At the same time the shot goes off, Ian pushes me. I go down, hitting the pavement with a thwack. Pain shoots into my right hipbone and a burning sensation tears through my left shoulder. I know that kind of fiery pain. It comes from a bullet.

      For crying out loud. Not again.

      Ian blocks my body with his. He’s already pulled his gun and fires at Wolfe who takes shelter behind a car.

      “Come on,” Ian screams, gripping my bicep and dragging me to my feet.

      Blood runs down my arm. My bag and gun lie on the ground. The bottle of pills have fallen out and rolled to the curb. Ian takes a second to scoop up my bag and gather the gun and the pills before pulling me around the corner of the building, all the while shooting at the car.

      In my head, I count. He has two bullets left. I have six in my gun.

      His Jeep is parked across the road in the lot, but running there will make us open targets. He fishes the key from his pocket and shoves it into my hand.

      “Here,” he says, his voice terse. “Run for the Jeep and get in. I’ll cover you.”

      I want to say he won’t make it, that he’s sacrificing himself to get me to safety, but I don’t utter the words. They don’t make sense. He killed me once. Why save me now?

      “Go,” he yells, not sparing a look at the blood dripping from my fingers onto the ground.

      There’s no time to analyze anything. The burning in my shoulder is intense. Ignoring my heart’s protest, I sprint over the lot without looking back, not even as two more shots ring out behind me. Adrenaline fuels me. I crouch on the side of the Jeep where I’m protected and feel the door. It’s open. Almost yanking it off its hinges, I crawl inside to the center of the seat and insert the key in the ignition. The engine sputters as I turn the key.

      Another shot echoes in the night. In the back of my mind, I register the people who’ve spilled out of the bar onto the street. One of them has a phone pressed to his ear, probably calling the police.

      If Ian runs to the Jeep, he’s dead. I ease onto the seat behind the wheel, keeping as low as I can. My arm is immobilized, suddenly numb. I have to cross my good arm over to put the Jeep in gear. Gripping the wheel with one hand, I hit the gas. The Jeep swerves when I have to let the wheel go to change the gears. I don’t think. I simply act, speeding over the lot and across the road toward the side of the building where Ian has taken cover.

      “Fuck,” he says as I stop next to him. “I told you to wait. Move over.”

      Pressing a hand over the wound in my shoulder, I do as he orders. The pain makes me flinch. He gets behind the wheel, aims through the window, and shoots out two tires of a black city car parked on our side of the motel. The car wasn’t there before. It must be Wolfe’s. Flooring the gas, he spins the Jeep in a circle around the car, exchanges his empty gun for mine, and shoots out the remaining tires.

      In another second, we’re out of there.

      The wind whips the strands of the wig around my face as I turn in my seat to take stock of the danger. Wolfe runs out onto the lot, aiming at us, but we’re already too far away for him to get in a shot. His arms fall in defeat next to his body, his wide stance looking like an ominous promise as he stares after us.

      “Fuck.” Ian hits the steering wheel. After a tense beat, he spares me a glance. “How are you keeping up?”

      I bite my lip and push harder on my shoulder, but the blood keeps on pouring over my hand, hot and sticky. “I’m getting tired of being shot.”

      He removes his jacket while he drives and presses it into my lap. “Put that on the wound.”

      I crumple the butter-soft leather between my fingers. Unable to avoid the smell of tobacco that clings to the jacket, I press it against the wound.

      Gently, he pushes me forward with a hand on my shoulder. “Fuck. It looks as if the bullet went straight through.”

      I grit my teeth against the pain that suddenly sets in like a bitch. “Where are we going?”

      “Helicopter.” His forehead is furrowed as he shoots me another look. “How’s your heart?”

      I wince when we hit a pothole. “I took my pills.”

      “Sorry, baby doll. It’s going to be rough ride. He’ll be coming after us.”

      The term of endearment jars me. He has no right to call me that. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Looks like you don’t have a choice.”

      “I can sort myself out.”

      He snorts. “You’re shot, bleeding out, and have a cop set on killing you on your tail. Yeah. I can see how you’ll sort  yourself out.”

      “What then? Am I your prisoner again?”

      He clenches his jaw. “If being with me is worse than taking your chances at being murdered, it says a lot about your feelings for me.”

      “Good,” I bite out, barely suppressing a groan of pain. “I’m glad you got the message.”

      A muscle ticks in that hard-set jaw, but he says nothing.

      I sneak a look at him from where I’ve shifted down to lean with my shoulder against the door. He still has that half-shaved, rebellious haircut and stubble to round off the look, but his face looks older. The lines cutting from his nose to his mouth are deeper.

      To his credit, he doesn’t pepper me with the questions that show in his murky brown eyes. He keeps his gaze on the road and his concentration on survival.

      Survival, love, humility.

      Love, survival, humility—in that order. Love comes first.

      I shake myself out of it, not wanting to remember good things about him. About us. I need to hate him. Luckily, my emotions start taking a backseat as my body grows weaker and survival becomes my priority too. I don’t need the inked words on my skin. It’s the way I’m wired. It’s habit. Instinct.

      The white line on the road blurs in the headlights of the Jeep. It doubles, splitting in two. Shit. My vision drifts in and out of focus.

      There are things I need to know. I haven’t come this far for nothing.

      “Ian.”

      He glances at me. The wind blows his hair around his face. His eyebrows are pulled together. The worry he wears openly on his face doesn’t reassure me.

      “Why did you kill me?” I ask.

      His frown deepens before his gorgeous eyes flare. A beat passes. His features even out as he turns his face back to the road. “I can ask you the same thing.”

      “I didn’t kill you.” Not yet.

      “Not with a bullet.”

      What? I slide lower in my seat. Here we are, back to square one, enemies like on the night we met for the first time.

      No. I wasn’t his enemy. I was his obsession. Now I’m his liability, just like I’m Wolfe’s. I’m not stupid. Wolfe didn’t simply aim that gun at me instead of Ian because I was the one holding a weapon. He went for the kill. He wanted me dead. I hold incriminating evidence that will ruin his life if it comes out. That’s as good a motive as it gets.

      I breathe through my mouth to manage the pain when the gates of the lodge become visible up ahead.

      “You hold on, do you hear me?” he says in a tight voice.

      I am. I’m fighting with everything I’ve got. “Where are you taking me?” He mentioned a helicopter. “From here, I mean.”

      His knuckles turn white around the wheel.

      Shit. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t have a plan.

      Weakly, I utter, “I think I need a doctor.”

      Again, he says nothing, his silence confirming the truth.

      The guards open the gates and jump out of the way when he speeds through. He drives down the dirt road and stops at the main building with screeching tires. A helicopter stands in the clearing. Actually, it looks more like a giant dragonfly. My heart sinks when he gets my door, lifts me into his arms, and carries me to that toy-like contraption that’s supposed to carry us through the air.

      “Seriously?” I ask.

      He gives me a strained smile. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      The attempt at humor works. Something dark lifts from my chest. The permanent tightness in my ribcage eases. If Ian Hart can disarm me and exorcise the toxic sentiments that have been festering inside the cavity of my chest for more than a year, he’s more dangerous than what I ever gave him credit for.

      He lifts me onto the passenger seat, secures my safety belt, and gets in next to me. His words flitter in and out of cognizance as he speaks to a control tower. The blades start spinning, and a moment later, we’re in the air.

      “Do you know where we’re going yet?” I taunt.

      He doesn’t take the bait. He focuses his attention on flying his giant insect as he says, “I’ll figure it out on the way.”

      I hope he does because nothing makes sense to me. I cling to my will to have my answers. I cling to the image of his face and the competent movements of his strong hands until everything splinters into a kaleidoscope that slowly turns white.
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      Cas is unconscious before we’ve left Zimbabwean airspace.

      Blood loss.

      She once took a bullet out of my shoulder and stitched me up, but I took a bullet from a .22-caliber rifle, a relatively low-powered weapon, at long range. She was shot with a more powerful weapon at close range.

      She was right. She needs a doctor. A hospital. Only, there’s no hospital where she’ll be safe. Hospitals are obliged to report gunshot wounds, not to mention that Wolfe will keep an eye on the nearest hospitals. He’ll send a notice to every private clinic and state facility from here to South Africa to be on the lookout for Africa’s most wanted criminal and a woman with a gunshot wound.

      Son of a bitch.

      Why does Wolfe want her dead? He could’ve arrested us. Well, he could’ve tried. Instead, he went for a kill shot. That bullet was aimed straight at her heart. If I hadn’t pushed her, she wouldn’t be breathing now. He’s covering his ass. Cas must know or have something he doesn’t want to come out. That something is more important to him than catching me. Seeing that I’m his career obsession, that something must be huge.

      I think fast.

      My safest hideout in the current situation is the chalet in Lesotho, a tiny, mountainous country in the middle of South Africa, but the property is located on one of the highest mountaintops. It’s far away from hospitals and doctors. Plus, the altitude of almost four thousand meters isn’t ideal for someone with a heart condition. The oxygen level is too low.

      Mozambique is too far. She’ll bleed out before I get there. Botswana isn’t an option either. I’m not on good standing with the king. There’s a good chance he’ll have the authorities waiting for us when I land on his soil.

      There’s only one option left.

      Keeping under the radar, I use the secure satellite phone and dial the only person who can get me what I need. It’s Christmas and dinner time. There’s a good chance he won’t take the call.

      After four rings, he picks up.

      Thank fuck for miracles.

      It’s never been easy for me to ask for anything, but I don’t hesitate. For Cas, I’ll go down on my knees. “Damian, it’s Ian. I need your help.”

      My heart pounds as three seconds of silence stretches.

      Finally, he asks, “What do you need?”

      I sag in my seat, swallowing a sigh of relief. “A surgeon. Blood transfusion. A safe place for a couple of days.”

      His voice isn’t the one belonging to the kid I still have in my head. It’s deep and gruff, reminding me he’s grown into a man. “For you?”

      “No.”

      He doesn’t waste time with useless questions. He only asks the ones that matter. “Blood type?”

      “O positive.” I know, because I know everything about Cassandra Joubert, no matter what she calls herself these days.

      “Injury?”

      “Gunshot. Shoulder.”

      “Vitals?”

      I touch two fingers to the carotid artery in her neck. “Unconscious. Pulse is weak but steady. Her breathing is normal.”

      “Allergies?”

      “None,” I say. “She has dilated cardiomyopathy.”

      “How long since she got shot?”

      “Fifteen minutes.”

      “It sounds as if you’re in the air,” he says.

      “Helicopter.”

      “How far are you from Joburg?”

      I check the controls. “I can make it in three hours.” If I cut straight across Botswana.

      His manner is efficient, confident. “I’ll send you coordinates. There’s a helipad for landing.”

      “You can use this line. It’s secure.”

      “I know,” he drawls. “I’ve already verified.”

      Good. That means he’s as careful as I was hoping. “I’ll let you know when we’re—”

      The line goes dead. He hung up.

      “Close,” I mutter, finishing my sentence.

      I grip her hand. “Hold on, Cas.”

      Her skin is cold, too cold. That coldness seeps into me and settles over my heart. I don’t know what the fuck is going on. All I know is none of this would’ve happened if I hadn’t kidnapped her that night outside of Sun City.
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        * * *

      

      Two men dressed in white tunics wait next to a gurney when I land on the roof of one of the highest skyscrapers in Johannesburg. They’re at the door on Cas’s side even before I’ve cut the blades. When one of the men releases her safety belt and reaches for her, my growl tears through the air. He drops his hands, his gaze shifting cautiously to me as I come around the aircraft and lift my woman into my arms. I lay her onto the gurney as gently as I can and cover her with the space blanket the other man provides.

      I run alongside as they wheel her toward the rooftop entrance. A guard armed with an automatic rifle opens the door. Out of habit, I take stock of our surroundings. An alarm panel on the wall beeps as the metal door closes. The metal is reinforced. You can’t cut through it, and it’s fire and explosion resistant. The red eyes of cameras dot the ceiling, walls, and floor. They’re fucking everywhere. Lasers alarms too. The beams are invisible. Heat-sensitive, no doubt.

      Another guard stands at the explosion-resistant door at the end of the short hallway. He looks into a retina scanner to open the door. We enter an iron vault fit with scanners. A female guard who waits inside drags a scanner over Cas after doing the same with me. The guard who entered with us pats me down. Once we’ve gone through the scanners, we move through another scanner that reads body temperature. When the green light comes on, the vault door opens.

      The guard escorts us inside a glass cubicle. From the thickness of the glass, it’s bullet-proof. An alarm beeps. The wall in front of us slides open. From there, we’re led down another short hallway and through a door that gives access to a large hall with marble floors and ethnic art.

      It looks like an art museum. Hart Diamonds is written in fancy metal letters over the back wall. Underneath the sign, stands my brother. He’s not the ten-year-old boy with scruffy elbows and banged-up knees from falling off his bike I left behind. He’s tall and lean, dressed in a black power suit with a white shirt and a black tie. Twenty years may have passed, but I’d recognize those hawk-like angles, bitter-brown eyes, and dark hair anywhere. Our features come from the genes on my father’s side. All three brothers look cunningly alike. Only Zoe inherited my mother’s blue eyes.

      Damian’s stance isn’t one of a king ruling over his castle. It’s the stance of a king ruling over an empire. From what I’ve seen, he has reason to strike that pose. I asked for a safe place. I couldn’t have gotten better. My little brother’s office tower is more heavily secured than a prison.

      Our gazes remain locked as he evaluates me much like I’m reading him, taking everything in with a single glance. Whatever conclusions he comes to, he keeps them tucked away, showing no emotion or judgment as he lifts an arm and indicates an elevator on his right. “Through here.”

      On cue, the elevator door opens. Voice controlled. It will be programed to approved voices only. Clever.

      We push Cas inside. My gut tightens when I look at her pale face. Her false eyelashes brush her cheeks. Mascara has run black under her eyes. The glossy lipstick has smeared, the red bleeding over her lips. She looks utterly vulnerable. Helpless. Fear and despair hook into my heart, but I shake the sentiments off before they take root. There’s no place for weakness. My priority is making sure she survives and keeping her safe.

      Damian follows, his manner curt. “Down one.”

      The door closes. There are no floor numbers on the wall panel. Damian folds his arms behind his back, casting an expressionless glance at Cas as the elevator descends smoothly and opens on the next level.

      We cross the lobby and enter a large office with huge windows. The blinds are closed. The overhead lights are bright, illuminating a hospital setup in the middle of the floor. A desk, chair, and other glass and chrome office furniture are pushed against the far wall. Several monitors are set up on a desk.

      A middle-aged man and a young woman wait next to an operating table. They’re wearing scrubs, masks, and surgical gloves.

      “This is where we leave her,” Damian says.

      Everything inside me protests. I hover as the men in the tunics lift her from the gurney and place her onto the operating table. I lost her, and now I have her back. I can’t lose her again. I don’t want to let her out of my sight. The woman is already cutting Cas’s top from her body before the men have left.

      “Ian,” Damian says.

      The fabric falls open, revealing her perfect breasts. Her pale skin is covered in blood. The bone pendant that rests in the center of her breastbone draws my gaze. Instinctively, I grip the one I wear around my neck.

      A touch on my arm pulls my attention. I look down. A broad, tanned hand clasps my bicep. Damian.

      “Let the doctor do his work,” he says. “They’re trying to keep the room as sterile as possible.”

      He’s right.

      My soul objects at leaving her as I follow him outside. A protest claws in my chest when the paramedics close the door in my face.

      “Come,” Damian says, leading me back to the elevator.

      We go up a level and exit in the art gallery slash museum or whatever. I trail behind my brother to double doors while everything inside me demands I go back to her. It’s only reason that allows me to walk through those doors.

      I don’t need a tour to know this is Damian’s office. It’s not the top-floor status that gives it away as much as the power emanating from the minimalistic, modern furniture. The setting is a statement of wealth. The view is proof of power.

      Walking around his desk, he motions at a door off to the side. “You can clean up in there.”

      I glance down at my blood-stained clothes.

      “You’ll find clean clothes in the dressing room next to the bathroom.” Sizing me up with a single look, he continues, “We should be more or less the same size.”

      Following his instructions, I find a bathroom decorated in black and white with gold trimmings. A small dressing room holds a selection of suits, shirts, ties, and shoes. He must change at the office frequently.

      After rinsing off the blood in the shower, I dump my clothes in the trashcan and pull on a white shirt and black slacks. White and black seem to be Damian’s favorite, if not only, colors. I opt for going commando rather than fitting a pair of my brother’s briefs and put my own boots back on. Combing back my hair with my fingers, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My stubble is three days old. I look every bit the rogue I am. I can do with a shave, but being presentable is the last thing on my mind.

      Urgency drives my steps back to Damian’s office.

      He sits behind his desk, looking up from a laptop when I enter. “That looks better.”

      “Any news?” I ask, clenching and unclenching my hands.

      “It’s too early.” He points at the chair facing the desk. “Sit. Bouncing on the balls of your feet isn’t going to help.”

      I take the chair while he gets up and walks to a liquor tray on the other side of the room. It’s set up like that on purpose. Crossing the floor takes time. It makes whoever sits in the visitor’s chair wait. It doesn’t only emphasize the size of the ridiculous hall he calls an office, but also his rank. His worth.

      He uncaps a bottle of scotch, pours four fingers into two glasses, and carries them back to his desk. He places one in front of me before taking his seat again. “You look like you can do with a drink.”

      My smile is wry. “Merry Christmas.”

      He raises his glass and takes a sip.

      “Thank you for doing this.” He didn’t have to. He owes me nothing. On the contrary.

      Swirling the liquor in his glass, he shrugs. “My secretary will be pissed off that her office has been turned into a hospital. Of course, I’ll have to set her up here.” He waves a hand around the space. “Her bony ass in my office will irritate the fuck out of me. I’m not sure I can handle eight hours of her close proximity every day.”

      I look at the void behind us. “If you put her next to the liquor tray, you won’t even notice she’s here.”

      “You haven’t heard her voice. Believe me, I’ll know.”

      I take a sip of the drink, savoring the burn. “We’ll be out of your hair as soon as Cas is stable enough to move. You’ll get to keep your office all to yourself.”

      He considers me. “What did she do?”

      Betrayed me. Ratted on me to the cops. Faked her death and came back one year later to kill me. Why the fuck?

      “Or shall I rather ask,” he continues, “what did you do?”

      That answer is simple. “Fell in love with her.” And fucked up her life in the process. I don’t have the answers yet, but she wouldn’t have been in this shitstorm if she’d never met me.

      “Ah.” He studies me from under his lashes, his eyes tightening in a fleeting gesture of comprehension.

      I take a closer look at grownup Damian. He’s the youngest of the brothers, but of the four kids, he’s always had the most darkness inside. There’s something in his eyes, something a lot more twisted than the sins I carry in my soul. It’s a deviant kind of cruelty, the kind reserved for the devil.

      “You’ve done well for yourself,” I say.

      His expression is unreadable. “So have you.”

      “I take it you’ve kept up.”

      “It’s hard not to when it’s all over the news.”

      Right. He can pretend he doesn’t give a fuck, but he kept tabs on me just like I did on him. Even if he sits there in the pristine throne that overlooks his legally obtained empire, he didn’t obtain his kingdom without getting his hands dirty.

      He raises a brow. “The Phantom gang. Some say you’re a killer for hire now.”

      Point proven. Damian must have the right, or rather wrong, connections if he can keep tabs on me that well.

      “Quite the career change,” he says, tracing the rim of his glass.

      I retired, but I have no moral objections against the job he’s accusing me of practicing. After one killing, what’s a few more? Tearing Ruben’s windpipe out could’ve easily set that wheel in motion. “As I said, we’ll be out of here as soon as we can. I understand that this—me—isn’t the kind of trouble you want.”

      “I’m by no means a stranger to trouble.”

      At least he’s not pretending to be someone he isn’t. “Why did you help me?”

      Leaning back in his chair, he steeples his fingers. “Blood will always be thicker than water.”

      In our case, some blood will always be tainted. Animals are born good. The Hart brothers certainly weren’t. Not all of our warped actions can be blamed on our less-than-ideal childhood. Our darkness runs in our genes.

      “Leon?” he asks. “What’s he been doing since the gang split up?”

      I don’t bother to deny that Leon was involved. So far, only my identity as one of the Phantom robbers has been confirmed. There’s speculation about Leon, but nothing concrete to point in any direction. With regards to the third member, the guessing continues. Damian must’ve always known Leon and I would stick together. I don’t know if he’s familiar with Ruben’s fate, and I don’t care. I don’t give a fuck about that son of a bitch I never should’ve trusted.

      “Leon is developing apps, believe it or not,” I say.

      “Interesting.” He taps his fingers together. “Then again, he’s always been into that kind of thing.”

      “Every family has its geek.”

      “I always thought that would be Zoe.”

      My chest squeezes at the mention of my sister. “How is she?” I know they’ve had contact.

      He opens his mouth, but before he can answer, the door opens, and a woman carrying an overnight bag enters. She’s wearing a red, formal dress, and her hair is up in a fancy do. Mrs. Damian Hart. Lina. Even without the scars on her arms, I would’ve recognized her from the media photos.

      “I came as soon as the kids fell asleep,” she says, crossing the floor with hurried strides.

      Damian gets to his feet. “Is Susan with them?”

      “Of course,” she says. “Josie was a bit fussy, but she settled with a bottle.”

      Following Damian’s example, I stand too.

      Stopping next to me, she goes on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. I bend down to make it easier for her.

      “Oh, Ian,” she exclaims, holding me at arm’s length. “I’m so happy to finally meet you. I’m only sorry that it’s under such circumstances.”

      When Damian clears his throat, she lets me go and shoots an eyeroll in his direction. “He’s my brother-in-law.” Turning her attention back to me, she asks, “How is she doing?”

      “We’re waiting for the doctor,” Damian says. “He’s still busy.”

      The worry gnaws at me. The few sips of scotch did little to settle my nerves. Cas better fucking pull through like a champ. I want my answers … and so much more.

      I take in their attire again. The reason why they’re dressed like this registers in my haze of concern. “I’m sorry for interrupting your party and ruining your Christmas.”

      “Nonsense,” she says. “We were just having a quiet family celebration at home. Besides, the kids were tired after all the excitement of opening their presents this morning.”

      Fuck. I’m a lousy uncle. I didn’t even ask how the kids are.

      “I brought your friend some clothes.” She motions at the overnight bag. “I didn’t know her size, so I just grabbed a couple of my exercise shorts and comfy T-shirts. If you give me her size, I’ll go shopping for her tomorrow.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” I say, uncomfortable with the generosity I don’t deserve. “I appreciate it.”

      She waves it away. “It’s normal, what anyone would do.”

      It’s far from normal to shop for a gunshot victim who’s being treated in secret in your husband’s business tower, but I don’t point out the fact. I suppose that says a lot about the kind of people we are.

      “I also brought a few toiletries,” she says. “I’ll leave everything in the bathroom.”

      “Thanks,” I say again as she makes her way to the bathroom with the overnight bag.

      “You better catch a few hours of sleep,” Damian says. “We have a spare room at the house.”

      I scrub my palms over my face. “I prefer to stay close.”

      He nods. “You can use the sofa. The offices are closed for the holiday until after New Year. No one will bother you.”

      There’s something he needs to communicate to the security personnel on his premises. I weigh my words, choosing them carefully. “Cas can’t leave here, not without me.” I search his eyes to make sure he gets it. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He blows out a long sigh. “I’ve tried that once myself.” His gaze flitters toward Lina who exits the bathroom. Lowering his voice, he says, “I can tell you from personal experience it never ends well.”

      “She’s not safe out there.”

      “That goes without saying or else you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I’ve asked more favors of you than what any man should ask of another.” Putting myself in his debt. I continue softly enough for Lina not to hear. “Just humor me and tell your people not to let her out of the building.”

      Lina reaches his side and hooks her arm around his. “Would you like to come home with us for a meal? I can prepare something for your friend when she wakes up.”

      “Ian is tired,” Damian says. “He’s going to catch a few hours of sleep.”

      “In that case, I’ll send some food over, but call us if you need anything.”

      “Sure,” I say, intending no such thing. They’ve already done too much.

      “Am I allowed to know her name?” Lina asks with a smile.

      “Cas.” Saying it out loud is like a knife twisting in my gut. “Cassandra.”

      “Will you call us the minute there’s news?” she asks.

      “We’ll have it first,” Damian says drily.

      Of course he will. The doctor is on his payroll.

      She gives me a compassionate look. “Whatever the case, we’re here for you.”

      “Come,” Damian says, circling a possessive arm around her waist. “Let’s give Ian some time to rest.”

      “Later,” she says with a wave as they walk to the double doors.

      The doors shut with a click behind them.

      Silence descends.

      I walk to the floor to ceiling window and stare outside. Yellow lights illuminate the mine dumps in the distance. The skeleton of the highway cuts through the city and snakes toward the east. White Christmas lights decorate the streets below. It’s close to midnight, but there’s still traffic. Even if I can’t hear it from behind the double-pane glass, there’s always noise. I’ve run so hard from this city only to run straight back. Full circle.

      Gripping the windowsill, I hang my head. There’s no place on Earth I wouldn’t go for Cas. Her wound isn’t fatal, but her heart condition is.

      She’s a fighter.

      She’ll pull through.

      I have to believe it.
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      I wake up thirsty. Swallowing away the scratchiness in my throat, I blink for my eyes to focus. I’m lying in a hospital bed in a large room. It looks like an office. A desk, filing cabinet, and other furniture are pushed to one side. Summer sunlight pours through the big frames of the windows, but it’s cool inside. The room is high up. Skyscrapers and mine dumps stretch out below. I must be in Johannesburg.

      An IV is connected to my arm, and a monitor beeps next to me.

      Slowly, it all comes back—the bar, Wolfe, getting shot.

      Ian.

      I turn my face. He’s sitting in a chair next to the bed with his elbows resting on his knees. A few days’ worth of stubble darkens his jaw. His hair falls over half of his face, obscuring his expression, but the intensity of his gaze and the questions drifting between us are palpable. I don’t need to see him to know what’s going on inside his head. We’re still connected in that way. Sadly, so. I was hoping for a clean break when I kill him. I was hoping to finally set myself free from the web in which he’d caught me.

      I’m dressed in a hospital gown. He’s dressed in a white shirt and dark slacks. His clothes are wrinkled. Scanning the space, I finish my visual inspection. A blanket lies on a sofa on the other side of the room, which explains the state of his clothes. He must’ve slept there.

      I try to swallow again, but it feels as if my tongue is stuck to my palate.

      “Thirsty?” he asks in a gravelly voice.

      I nod.

      He folds his strong fingers around a plastic cup with a straw that stands on a side table next to the bed and brings it to my lips.

      I take a few sips. Water. It hurts to swallow, but the cool liquid brings relief. “Where am I?”

      He puts the cup back on the table. “Johannesburg.”

      “I gathered.” I clear my throat to get rid of the croakiness. “Where in Johannesburg?”

      Neither his face nor his voice gives away any emotion when he says, “My brother’s office block.”

      “Damian? I thought you didn’t have contact.”

      His lips tilt in one corner. “Now we do.”

      Pulling aside the neckline of the gown, I inspect my body. Gauze is taped over the hollow of my shoulder.

      “Damian arranged for a doctor,” he says. “The surgeon stitched you up. No major arteries were damaged, but you needed a transfusion.”

      “Why?”

      He arches a brow. “Why what?”

      “Why did you bring me here?” I wring my hands on top of the blanket. “Why help me?”

      He stares at me for a moment before saying, “We need to talk, but you first have to eat.”

      Surprisingly, I have an appetite.

      “Lina sent some food,” he says, getting to his feet.

      I follow his progress as he makes his way to a bar fridge in the corner. “Lina?”

      “Damian’s wife.”

      Apprehension tightens my stomach. “Are you sure we’re safe here?”

      He flashes me a strained smile from over his shoulder. “It doesn’t get safer than this.”

      I relax a little. I have no reason to trust him, but he wouldn’t put his own life at risk. “What time is it?”

      “On the table,” he says with his head buried in the fridge.

      My Rolex lies next to the cup together with my Nyaminyami necklace. No matter how much I hate him, I couldn’t part with those objects, not even after he ordered my killing. Heat creeps into my cheeks that he witnessed my weakness—my inability to cut him completely out of my life.

      I reach for the watch. It’s noon. “What day is it?”

      “Boxing Day.” He shuts the fridge and walks back to me with a plastic dish in one hand and a fork in the other. “You’ve only been out for a few hours.”

      Absentmindedly, I drag a finger over the chipped glass of the face of the watch. There’s another reason I’m wearing the watch that has nothing to do with Ian. It represents survival. It’s a good thing the Rolex is watertight. It went down a waterfall and came out ticking without having lost a second, sporting nothing but that chip in its veneer. That’s why I didn’t have the chip fixed or the scratches on the glass polished. Some chips and cracks aren’t meant to be repaired.

      He pushes a button on the side of the bed that lifts the head until I’m in a sitting position and rearranges the pillows to help me get comfortable. After spreading a paper napkin over my lap, he peels off the lid of the plastic container and sets it on my lap with the fork. It’s a pasta salad.

      “The carbs will be good for you,” he says, lowering himself into the chair again.

      I fork a spiral and bring it to my lips. The dressing is tangy. It goes well with the peas, maize, and cubes of cheese mixed into the salad.

      He lets me eat in silence. When I’m finished, he takes the empty dish and fork and leaves them on the table.

      “How about a warm drink?” he asks.

      “That sounds good.”

      A cup of tea will be welcome, and I’m pathetically grateful to my executioner turned savior for the foresight of having a flask and teabag ready. I watch his back as he pours the water over the teabag into a mug. His hair is tied into a messy man bun. It’s still the same length, maybe a couple of centimeters longer. In terms of physique, his shoulders are as broad and his arms as strong as I remember. He’s keeping in shape.

      He offers me the mug with the handle turned toward me and drops two pills onto my other palm. “Careful, the tea is hot.”

      “How long am I supposed to stay here?”

      He sits back down in the chair. “The IV needs to stay in until tomorrow. The doctor is still giving you morphine. He’ll be in later to check on you. How’s the pain?”

      “Actually, I don’t have any.” Compared to the first time I got shot, this is heaven.

      He blows out a small sigh. The seriousness surrounding him bleeds into every corner of the room. It hangs over him and rolls in around us like bad weather when he leans his elbows on the bed and says, “Now we talk.”

      Talk. Ha. “It’s a bit late for that, isn’t it?”

      He catches my gaze and holds it. “We once trusted each other. That trust didn’t come overnight. We worked hard for it, both of us. I don’t think I’ve ever worked harder for anything. I’m not asking you to trust me again. I sure as hell don’t trust you after what happened.”

      I trace the porcelain pattern embossed on the mug, not looking forward to this conversation but unable to look away from his eyes. Unable to avoid it. “But?”

      “For whatever the trust we once had was worth, the least we can do is listen.” When I say nothing, he purses his lips and intertwines his fingers. “Fine. I’ll start.”

      The maelstrom of emotions that comes with remembering that day on the river twists my insides with so much ferocity it physically hurts. “I can’t do this.”

      His mouth sets in a hard line. “You owe me answers. Fuck. Maybe you think I owe you answers. Things need to be said. We are going to talk about this.”

      “Like we talked on the river?” I bite out.

      The corners of his eyes crease as they tighten. The amber specs shimmer in the brown. “Exactly.”

      Amidst the anger, something vulnerable flashes in those murky pools. He wipes it away quickly, but it goes deeper than a fleeting emotion. It inhabits his eyes. It’s not simply passing through. It moved in, and now it lives underneath a new heaviness, a permanent sorrow, that reflects from their depths.

      “Ian.”

      He takes my hand, but I pull free, placing my palm over my belly where a child can no longer grow.

      “Why did you pretend to love me?” I ask, willing myself to be immune against the familiar pain. I can’t bear for him to see that private part of me. “Why did you let me believe it was more than sex?”

      He looks at me like I spat in his face. “Pretending isn’t a game I play.”

      “If that’s true, why did you order Ruben to shoot me without giving me a chance to explain?”

      The color drains from his tanned face. If he looked like I’ve spat on him earlier, he now looks like a man being roasted over coals. “What the fuck, Cas?”

      “That’s why he was standing on the jetty with a rifle. You didn’t row me to the middle of the river to talk where spy bugs couldn’t record our conversation. You rowed me to my grave.”

      “Whoa.” He pushes away from the bed and jumps to his feet. “Back up a few steps there.” He lifts a hand. “I can’t believe—” Spearing his fingers through his hair, he pulls at the strands. “How can you even think that?”

      “I know what I saw. I know what happened to me. I’ve got the scar to prove it.”

      At scar, he winces. He drops his arms, regarding me like a wounded animal. “I think we both need to go back a few paces.”

      My reply is careless. It’s designed to conceal the hurt that has, like the sorrow in his eyes, taken up permanent residency in my chest. It’s dangerous, giving him permission to open what can only be a can a worms. “Go for it.” My smile is mocking. “Why don’t you start?”

      He scrubs his palms over his face and drops his hands on his hips. His shoulders slouch as if a heavy weight bogs them down. “Ruben came to me with a photo of you and Wolfe at the Elephant Hills hotel. That’s why I rowed you out onto the river, to ask you what information you’d given Wolfe. I never ordered the shot.” His eyes brim with violence. “Ruben took it upon himself to deal with you. He crept up behind my back and—” He swallows. “And the rest happened.”

      I blink, trying to process the information. If this is true, it changes everything. The revenge that gave my life purpose for the past year is meaningless.

      “The rest.” He shakes his head, uttering a raw laugh. “Is that why you came after me? Revenge?”

      The truth is ugly. “Yes.”

      “Without giving me the benefit of the doubt.”

      “In my mind, neither did you.”

      “Fine,” he says with a groan. “I can see how you’d think that. It still doesn’t answer my questions.”

      I should be feeling relief, but all I feel is confusion. I’ve lived off hatred for so long, letting it feed my soul, that I don’t know how to live without it. I’m yet to let go. The reality is still to hit me.

      “What happened to you, Cas? I want to know.”

      I battle to meet his eyes. “Which part?”

      “When Ruben shot you.” His expression is pained. “Start with that.”

      I don’t believe in harping on things I can’t change, but if Ian didn’t order that shot, he deserves answers as much as I do. “I went over the waterfall and washed up on the riverbed.” I keep my tone neutral, not bringing emotions into the telling. “Some boys from the village found me. The men carried me to their huts, and the women took care of me until my injuries had healed.”

      He paces the floor as he listens and turns in a circle before facing me again. “Why didn’t they take you to a hospital?”

      “They believed the same as me, that you ordered the hit. We were scared the hospital would inform you I wasn’t dead.”

      “They protected you,” he says in a bitter tone. “From me.”

      “Yes.”

      “While I buried you and mourned your death.”

      “To be fair, the people working at the lodge—Shona and the others—don’t know I’m alive. We didn’t tell them, because we weren’t sure if we could trust them not to tell you.”

      He clenches his jaw. “What then?”

      “They organized a driver who brought me back to South Africa. I used the money in the offshore account to buy a gun, stay on the run, and find you.”

      “How did you know I’d be at the bar on Christmas night?”

      “I didn’t. The villagers told me you’d gone there after the funeral. It was just a wild guess. You were hard to track down.”

      He laughs again, the sound strained. “I suppose that should make me feel better. A little, at least.” Sitting down, he says, “Go back to the meeting with Wolfe. Why did the two of you share a cozy cup of tea?”

      “Coffee.”

      “What?”

      “He had coffee. I had nothing, and there wasn’t anything cozy about it.”

      His voice is clipped. “What about the recording I found on your phone?”

      “It wasn’t for Wolfe. It was insurance, a weapon to protect myself. I didn’t trust Ruben. I needed a sword to hold over his head. It gave me a weapon against Oliver too. I wasn’t going to rely solely on you to protect me.”

      “You’re something else. Know that?”

      Not knowing if I should take that as a compliment or insult, I keep quiet.

      “I wish you’d told me, Cas.”

      “I couldn’t. I didn’t want to cause a rift between the gang members just because Ruben didn’t like me.”

      He interlaces his fingers on the bed. “How did Wolfe contact you?”

      “Danai brought me a note. He instructed me to meet him at the hotel. He threatened to kill you if I didn’t show up.”

      He clenches his hands together. “How did he find you?”

      “Danai got hold of him and told him where I was.”

      He gives a start. “How did she know about Wolfe? Why would she tell him where to find you?”

      “She had a fling with Ruben who told her about me and Wolfe and how I ended up at the lodge in Zim. Ruben said I was a snitch. I don’t know if she believed him, but she didn’t like my presence. The night I went to the shebeen, she told me she’d been in love with you since she was barely old enough to be considered a teenager.”

      He curses under his breath. “Danai has always been headstrong, but I never thought she’d be vindictive.”

      “She blamed me for your apparent rejection.”

      “Son of a bitch.” His lips curl. “If she hadn’t left already, I’d kill her with my bare hands.”

      “I knew if you found out Wolfe was in town, there’d be bloodshed. He asked me to meet him because he wanted me to testify against you, but I’d found out something earlier that day, something that proved he set you up by killing Nick.”

      He stares at me in disbelief. “The bank manager?”

      “When Wolfe interrogated me, he showed me a photo of the robbers that was taken by a security camera on the morning of Nick’s murder. The image was of three guys wearing Phantom masks. I’d scrunched up the photo and only realized I still had it in my hand when I’d already left the station. I dropped it in my bag without thinking. I discovered it again by chance and noticed the cufflink the killer wore. It had a Special Investigations Unit logo. I asked Garai to let me use the computer in your office and looked it up. Only three people had been rewarded with those cufflinks for outstanding service, and one of them was Wolfe. He was the only one of the three who had the same height and build as you. Neither of the other two could’ve passed as a Phantom robber.”

      “Jesus, Cas.” He gapes at me. “You walked into a meeting alone to blackmail a SIU agent, a corrupt agent. He could’ve fucking killed you.”

      “I told him I’d made copies of that photo and they’d be sent to the authorities and his superior if anything happened to me, you, or anyone close to you.”

      The long side of his hair falls over his face as he shakes his head. “I can’t believe he fell for it.”

      “He couldn’t take a risk. I showed him a copy.”

      “Where’s the original?”

      “I hid it on the property at the lodge.”

      Admiration lights in his eyes. “Clever girl.”

      “I wasn’t going to tell you about Wolfe, because I knew you’d go after him. I didn’t want you to turn into a cop killer. I thought we’d be safer if I blackmailed Wolfe in secret. When I came back from blackmailing Wolfe into disappearing from our lives forever, you ordered me into that boat.”

      He takes my hand again. “Not to kill you. I’d never kill you, no matter what you do. Not even if you ratted on me. I only wanted to know what the hell was going on.”

      The touch, after all this time, feels awkward. Perhaps too much water has flowed under the bridge. I pull free my hand. “Ruben had someone on my tail, didn’t he? There was a man who looked like a bus driver at the hotel. He followed me there from the lodge. I think he took a photo of Wolfe and me.”

      He gnashes his teeth. “That’s correct.”

      Bitterness rises in my chest. “Where is Ruben?” Now that Ian is no longer my number one priority, Ruben has moved up on my revenge list.

      His eyes grow cold. “Dead.”

      I take a moment to process that. Strangely, I don’t feel satisfaction or the joy of justice. I just feel … nothing. “How?”

      His tone remains level even as his lips thin. “I cut his throat, ripped out his windpipe, and fed him to the crocodiles.”

      I’ve grown more or less immune to violence in my quest for revenge, but the graphic image the description calls up sends a shiver through me. “Is that why the gang split up?”

      “After you died—” He swallows again. “After you left, everything fell apart.”

      “What about Leon?”

      “He hung around for a while but eventually decided to go his own way.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Here in Joburg, working as an app developer.”

      I can’t help but smile. “App developer?”

      “Yeah, I know.” He gives me a crooked smile in return. “Don’t worry. It’s criminal stuff.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like an app that uses Bluetooth, 3D printing, and laser technology to scan a keyhole and cut a key.”

      “I suppose that will come in handy when you want to break into people’s apartments.”

      How he broke into my private space isn’t a pleasant memory. Hiding my face behind the mug, I pop the pills in my mouth and swallow them with the lukewarm tea.

      “Don’t do that,” he says in a soft voice.

      Feigning ignorance, I ask, “Do what?”

      “Feel bad about what’s happened in the past.”

      “Just because it’s in the past doesn’t mean it never happened.”

      “I’m not going to lie to you.” He locks his fingers around my wrist and rubs a thumb over my pulse. “I don’t regret it. I’d do it again. What I’d never do is harm you.”

      I let those words sink in. So much has happened. Too much. The worst he doesn’t even know yet.

      Catching his gaze, I warn, “I’m not the person I used to be.” On more than just an emotional level.

      He lets go of my hand, caution creeping into his tone. “Don’t you dare say it.”

      Yes, the truth is ugly. “I might not have died physically that day in the river, but something inside me did.”

      His nostrils flare. “Don’t.”

      And sometimes, the truth hurts. “Whatever we were, Ian, is gone. It’s over.”
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      If she’d pulled the trigger of the gun she’d pointed at me, it would’ve been more merciful. She’s killing me, not with a quick bullet, but with the worst kind of torture, the kind that kills your soul.

      I watch her face as she sits there and deals this blow that brings me to my knees. Scrubbed clean of the thick make-up and with her own long, platinum-blond hair, she’s every bit the Cas I stole.

      She’s still mine.

      Her lust and love belong to me. I stole them first, but she damn well gave them to me. Then I went and stole her life. Even if Ruben pulled the trigger, the blame is mine. It was my fault for not getting rid of him like I should’ve. It was my fault for not seeing what was brewing under my nose.

      I failed her, but by some miracle she’s been given back to me. I won’t let her get away again. If I have to steal her all over, so be it. Damian’s words ring in my head, that keeping a woman prisoner never ends well. I’d just have to be cleverer about it this time. Instead of drugging and kidnapping her, I’ll convince her it was her idea.

      I study her beautiful features as she gives me silence. I know what a person with issues look like. It takes one to know one. She’s locked them so deep in her heart, there’d be a Freudian eruption the day she lets everything out. That’s all right. The day that happens, I’ll be there for her. I don’t care if she never loves me back again. Having her alive is enough.

      “When I’m out of this bed,” she says with a warning in her voice, “I’m walking away from this. Forever.”

      Over my dead fucking body will she ever walk away from me. I want to growl it like a dog warning the pack away from its bone, but I manage in a voice so normal it deserves an award. “Where are you planning on going?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Like hell. I nod as if I agree. I even paste understanding on my face. “There’s one thing you forgot however.”

      She lifts a brow.

      “Wolfe is still after you.” I wait until it sinks in before I deal my following card, making it seem like a conversation unfolding naturally, one logical thought leading to the next, and not a premeditated plan. “And after me.”

      She frowns. “I told him if anything happens to me, the evidence would go to his superior. He took a risk shooting me, but now he knows I bluffed.”

      Good. She’s catching on nicely. “Yeah. Like me, he thought you were dead. Unlike me, discovering you alive must’ve come as a nasty shock to him. You know he’s guilty of murder. In his mind, there’s only one way he can sleep easily again.”

      “When I’m dead.”

      “When both of us are dead. It’s safe to assume he knows you told me that he framed me. He knows I’ll come after him. He’ll want to get to me first.”

      “We’ll get the evidence and give it to his superior.”

      “He’d be arrested, if they manage to catch him when he goes on the run, but that won’t stop him from sending someone else after us. This is personal. To frame me for murder tells you just how personal.” It pains me to add, “Now you’re personal to him too.”

      “Unless we get to him first,” she says.

      “We can pull it off if we work together.”

      “How?”

      I pull the noose tighter around her, reeling her closer. “By setting a trap for him.”

      She chews her lip.

      “I won’t risk you, Cas. You have nothing to fear.”

      “You want to dangle me like a worm on a hook? To be nothing but a piece of bait?”

      “When the fish bites, I’ll deal with him.”

      “No.” She crosses her arms. “He shot Nick. He’s mine.”

      Her attitude makes me hard, not that I’d ever consider letting her soil her hands. That’s me. I’m the dirty one.

      Taking my silence for agreement, she asks, “How do we do it?”

      “One step at a time. First, you get better. Stronger.”

      She looks around. “Here?”

      “The offices are closed until after New Year. We have a week.”

      “Why are we wasting time? We should already be working on a plan.”

      Inwardly, I grin. The old Cas is still inside that stunning body. I bet she’s only biding her time to break out. “As I said, first you heal.”
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      The doctor arrives in the late afternoon to examine me. He’s happy with my progress. If all continues to go well, the IV will be removed tomorrow.

      When he’s gone, Ian helps me into a wheelchair. I hold the portable IV, wheeling it alongside while he takes me up one level to a lobby tastefully decorated with African art. An office takes up the rest of the top floor. Adjoining to the office is a bathroom with a shower. He gives me privacy to use the facilities. My hair feels grimy, but I don’t shower yet. The doctor told me to wait another day.

      When I’m done, he pushes the wheelchair to the far end of the room and parks it in front of the window. “Wait here.”

      I crane my neck to follow his progress across the floor. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be right back,” he says before shutting the door.

      It’s not like I have a choice. Even if my legs are still a bit wobbly, I can walk, but where would I go?

      I turn my attention to the view that stretches as far as the eye can see. The sun is a ball of fire dipping below the horizon. It paints the rooftops in copper and gives the windows a rose-gold tint. To some, the city is a place of opportunity and pleasure. To me, it seems like a prison. The tall buildings and tight network of roads feel like bars. There was a time when I was willing to move here in search of work. That was before Ian spoiled me with vast acres of land, a broad river, and wild animals.

      What will I do when we’ve dealt with the threat Wolfe poses? I don’t have a plan for the rest of my life. Until yesterday, all my focus was trained on finding Ian and killing him. I never gave what I’d do afterward any thought. However, when I pushed the barrel of my gun against Ian’s stomach, I couldn’t pull the trigger. The opportunity was there, but even if Wolfe hadn’t arrived, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I’ve over-estimated my abilities. Thinking about something and doing it isn’t the same thing. Ian said something similar in the bar about wanting and taking. I’ve imagined the scene countless times in my mind. Easy. Find him. Make him pay. Closure.

      Facing him in reality, I knew beyond a doubt killing him would destroy me. Ian might’ve ruined me for other men, but my revenge would’ve ruined me for living. Once upon a time, I gave him my heart, and I only have one heart. Once I’ve given it, it’s forever, no matter what. I can never give it to someone else. What happened may have destroyed us, but my heart will always belong to him. Killing him wouldn’t be anything other than ripping out my own heart and mashing it to a pulp. What have I been thinking? How could I have thought shooting him would fix anything? Love makes you blind, but so does vengeance.

      The click of the door pulls me from my thoughts. In the reflection of the window, Ian moves toward me. His steps fall like a heartbeat on the marble. It’s a firm and steady rhythm, one that beats alongside my heart in my chest. I told him it was over because it’s true. I want us to be over. I can’t live through such pain again. I won’t survive it. I barely did.

      Besides, a part of me—of us—died that day in the water. I gave up on love. I can resurrect it as little as I can get back the forty percent of my lost cardiac function. Hatred moved in and took over. Now that my reason for hating is gone, my heart is empty. I experience fear, pain, anxiety, and anger, even arousal, all emotions or impulses tied to instinct and survival, but I don’t feel love. I feel relief at being alive, but I don’t feel joy. It’s ungrateful. Pitiful. Pathetic, really. I simply can’t help it.

      Ian takes the wheelchair while I grip the IV rail. I don’t ask where he’s taking me as long as I don’t have a say. We cross the lobby, take the elevator, and go back to my makeshift hospital room.

      My lips part when we enter. The desk has been pushed against the window and set with a white tablecloth, fine china, and candles. Beyond the desk, the floor drops to that staggering view of black skyscrapers with golden windows blazing in the last sliver of orange daylight.

      I tighten my grip on the armrest as I take in the setup. “What’s this?”

      He leaves me at the one end of the table. Like of old, my pills are laid out next to a glass of water. “Neither of us had a proper Christmas dinner.”

      A plate covered with a silver lid waits on each place setting. He takes a bottle of champagne from an ice bucket and pops the cork.

      “Your initiative?” I ask, studying him from under my lashes. If this is his idea of getting back into my panties, it’s not going to work.

      “Lina’s.” He fills our glasses and hands me one. “She had everything sent over. I only had to set the table. Sorry I made you wait, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      I breathe a little easier. At least it’s not a seduction dinner disguised as romanticism.

      When he’s seated, he clinks his glass to mine. “To life.”

      “To living,” I agree. Whatever that entails now. I’ll figure it out.

      We fall quiet. There’s been much to say, but we’ve said it all. When push comes to shove, a year can be crammed into a few minutes. A lifetime can be summed up in a few words and emotions made out to be insignificant when they’ve wrecked your life.

      Sipping the champagne, I turn my face toward the view, but all I see is the reflection of a woman who can do with a shampoo.

      “Cas.”

      His voice is deep, etched with concern and an ill-concealed plea.

      I stare at the lights of the Ellis Park Stadium. “Mm?”

      It’s eerie being the only people in a business tower that’s closed for the holiday. It’s weird sharing this dinner over candles, pretending to enjoy the view. It’s strange being together and not touching, not that I want to.

      “Talk to me,” he says.

      Reluctantly, I look back at him. Fine. “Thanks for saving my life.”

      His expression twists. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I’m sorry for believing the worst of you, but I reckon we’re even. You didn’t think very highly of me either.”

      He works his jaw as he twirls his glass, staring intently at the bubbly liquid. Exhaling through his nose, he lifts his gaze back to mine. “We both came to conclusions that seemed logical to us at the time. It’s over. It’s in the past. I want to move forward.”

      “Great.” I take a gulp of champagne. “You should. I have.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling me. I know you.”

      I scoff. “You knew me.” Not even I know the new me. Anyway, self-knowledge is overrated.

      He leans back in his chair, his demeanor strangely accepting for someone who’s just been rejected. “Eat your food. It’s getting cold.”

      Mechanically, I do as he says. I set the lid aside and dip my fork into the food. It’s a gourmet meal of vegetable couscous, North-African style, but I may as well eat cardboard. I finish everything on my plate, polish off the white chocolate mousse and strawberries, and down the champagne.

      Wiping my mouth with the napkin, I say, “Please thank Lina for me.” Even if I didn’t enjoy the meal, her effort deserves gratitude.

      “You can tell her yourself,” he says, taking his napkin from his lap and leaving it on the table. “She’s dropping in tomorrow.”

      When I push away from the table, he stands. “No coffee?”

      “No, thanks. If I drink coffee now, I won’t sleep.”

      “There’s decaf.”

      “I’m tired.” Which isn’t a lie.

      He comes around like a gentleman and wheels me to the bed. After arranging the IV stand, he helps me into bed. Hospital gowns, dirty hair, and plastic tubes don’t go well with candlelight dinners. I’m suddenly conscious of my state as I settle under the covers and allow him to pull the blanket up to my chin.

      “Are you sleeping on the sofa again?” I ask before I can stop myself. Damn. I add quickly, “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Like what?” he asks with a tilt of his lips.

      “Like an invitation.”

      “My loss.” His smile stretches into a sexy grin. “In that case, yes. I’ll crash on the sofa again.”

      “You can sleep somewhere else.” When he raises a brow, I say, “In the building, I mean. There must be a hundred offices.”

      He leans closer. “Someone has to watch over you.”

      “I thought you said this place was safer than anywhere else.”

      “It is.”

      Straightening, he walks to the sofa and unbuttons his shirt. I should look away, but I watch as he unbuttons the cuffs, peels off the shirt, and bundles it into a ball in his large hands. I drink in the hard ridges of his body and the ink on his skin. Turning, he draws back an arm and tosses the shirt onto the swivel chair that stands against the wall.

      I suck in a breath. His back sports a new tattoo. An orange tree runs from his flank up to his shoulder. The roots branch out over his lower back and side. It’s so well drawn it looks as if the network of roots is grafted with his skin. A branch with orange blossoms runs up to his shoulder. The petals curl over the arch, only the tips of a flower visible on the curve as he faces me again.

      Why did he get it? The answer is obvious. The truth stares me in the face. He never said it, but he declared it in permanent ink on his skin next to the values that govern his behavior, his life.

      “It’s not some kind of gravestone,” he says in a quiet voice.

      My gaze slips to the pendant on the leather string that hangs in the center of his breastbone. “What’s not a gravestone?” I ask, pretending not to know what he’s talking about. It’s too deep, too personal. We don’t share that kind of intimacy any longer.

      “The tattoo. It doesn’t symbolize grief.”

      I can’t help from asking, “What does it symbolize?”

      “Love.” His gaze intensifies. “The kind that gets under your skin.”

      He’s indeed sentimental, much more than I gave him credit for, but I don’t want to acknowledge the things that have gotten under his skin. I want to forget.

      Suddenly, I regret not using him. Sex is a good mechanism for forgetting. It’s too soon to think about sex when I’ve only been operated on yesterday, but my lady bits remind me they’re still functioning. My year of celibacy doesn’t help.

      “Good night, Cas,” he says, stretching out on the sofa and pulling the blanket up to his chest. “Sweet dreams.”

      At least he didn’t take off his pants.

      One should always be grateful for small mercies.
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      At sunrise, I put out Cas’s pills with a glass of water before slipping away, leaving her unattended for a few minutes to have a shower. I use one of the new, disposable razors in the bathroom to shave. Borrowing one of Damian’s outfits, I dress in yet another white shirt and pair of black pants.

      By the time I get back, Cas is awake. She’s as obstinate as I remember, refusing to let me in, but I’m too grateful to have her back to mind her sass or attitude. She insists on walking to the bathroom instead of letting me push her in the wheelchair, claiming she needs the exercise. She wheels her IV rail along and does her business while I wait outside in case she changes her mind and calls for help.

      After breakfast, the doctor arrives to examine her. He changes the gauzes—one on the front and one on the back of her shoulder—and removes the IV. He leaves us with painkillers, antibiotics, and an order to call him if infection sets in.

      Free from the tubes, Cas has a quick rinse-down in the shower and dresses in Lina’s shorts and T-shirt. We manage to wash her hair by pushing a chair in front of the basin. Tilting back her head pulls her stitches, but even as she tells me so, she does it without complaining.

      Showered, dressed, and fed, she looks a whole lot better. There’s even a smidge of color on her cheeks. She’s the Cas I fell for in Sun City, albeit a little thinner.

      As promised, Lina and Damian arrive in the afternoon. They’re not alone as I expected. A child skips ahead of them, and Damian carries a girl not much older than a year in his arms.

      I still where I sit on the sofa, reading a report from Banga on my phone. Cas, who dozed off in bed, opens her eyes and freezes. It’s minute. She blinks rapidly, smoothing over whatever jarred her.

      The child who stops in front of me pulls my attention. He holds out a hand, standing on attention like a little soldier. “Hi, Uncle Ian. I’m Josh.”

      Taking in his blond curls and blue eyes, something cracks in my chest. When I grip his hand and give a firm shake, a dimple appears in his cheek.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I say in a formal voice, which makes him smile broader.

      That feeling I had in Zimbabwe of fathering a child and being a family sparks under my breastbone.

      Lina walks over to the bed. “I’m Lina, Ian’s sister-in-law. How are you feeling?”

      “Good,” Cas says, managing a watery smile. “Thanks for everything you’ve done—are doing—for us.”

      “You’re family,” Lina says. “There’s nothing we won’t do.”

      Cas winces at the statement, but she doesn’t comment on the family bit.

      Lina motions at Damian. “This is my husband.” She continues with a soft smile, “And this is Josie. She’s not walking yet, because her daddy spoils her by carrying her around.”

      Damian addresses Cas in an impersonal tone. “I’m glad to see you’re doing better.”

      Josie pushes her finger into her mouth and drools all over Damian.

      “Josh.” Lina waves him over. “Come say hi to Cas.” To Cas she says, “He’s almost five.”

      Josh walks to the bed obediently. Lina has to lift him so he can offer Cas a hand.

      I get to my feet, taking in the scene. It’s a strange family reunion. It’s impossible to read Damian or to guess what he thinks. As a child, my brother was always stingy with his emotions. It looks like that hasn’t changed. At least Lina is bubbly and warm-hearted, smoothing things over.

      “Hello, Cas,” Josh says.

      “Why, hello, young man.” Cas’s eyes soften. “Aren’t you handsome?”

      Lina puts Josh on his feet. “I bought you some clothes,” she says to Cas, “but I’m not sure what you like. I hope they’ll do. Ian gave me your size. If the sneakers don’t fit, I’ll exchange them.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Cas says, flushing as she casts a gaze toward the impractical hooker heels standing next to the bed. “You didn’t have to.”

      Lina chuckles. “Of course, I did. You’re not going to feel better walking around in a hospital gown or another woman’s clothes.”

      Cas gives her another weak smile.

      “Shall we show Cas what we got?” Lina asks Josh.

      He bobs his head. “I liked the blue T-shirt, but Mommy liked the purple one, so we took both.”

      “You helped with the shopping, did you?” Cas says.

      “Yes.” He pushes out his chest. “We also did shopping for Daddy and Josie. Father Christmas brought them gifts.”

      Ruffling his hair, Cas asks, “What did Father Christmas bring you?”

      He counts off on his fingers. “A car for my tracks, a book, and a Spiderman suit.”

      Cas makes big eyes. “Are you a Spiderman fan like me?”

      “Yes!” He pouts. “I wanted to wear it to show you, but Mommy said she has to wash it first.”

      Lina laughs. “Because Josie turned your bowl of cereal over in your lap. Don’t worry. It’s already washed. It’ll be dry by the time we get home.” Shooting Damian a private smile, she says, “Father Christmas should’ve gotten you two suits. As my mother used to say, one on your body and one in the wash.”

      A smile plucks at Damian’s lips. His broody expression warms several degrees as he looks at his wife.

      Their private moment lasts another second before Lina turns back to Josh. “Why don’t you unpack the bags?”

      While Josh pulls one garment at a time from the bags and shows each one to Cas, Damian pulls me aside.

      “The police paid me a visit,” he says under his breath.

      My gut draws tight. “When?”

      “This morning. They came to the house.”

      I lower my voice, making sure the women can’t hear. “Are you sure they didn’t follow you here?”

      “Yes, but even if they did, it wouldn’t have done them much good.” His expression hardens. “No one gets entry into my building without my permission, not even with a search warrant.” His smile is calculated. “Not that they’d ever get one.”

      “Did you get a name?”

      “Does Detective Jim Wolfe ring a bell?”

      I drag a hand over my jaw. “He’s the guy in charge of my investigation at SIU.”

      Josie gurgles and says, “Dadda.”

      Damian bounces her on his hip, an act that simultaneously looks natural and out of character for him.

      I glance at Cas, but she’s engrossed with Lina and Josh. “What did they want?”

      “Nothing new. They wanted to know if you’ve made contact.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Same as always,” he says. “That I haven’t heard from you in twenty years.”

      I nod, my mind working at a mile a minute. Wolfe is coming after us with everything he’s got. I evaded the authorities for sixteen years as the leader of the Phantom gang, but they didn’t know my identity. Now they do, thanks to my weakness for Cas. It’s not a matter of if Wolfe finds us but when. When he does, there won’t be an arrest or cutting deals. As long as we’re alive, there’s a chance we’d talk. Wolfe can’t risk that.

      Damian casts a look in Cas’s direction. “It would be wise to get out of Johannesburg as soon as she’s well enough to move. I suggest leaving the country.”

      I brush a hand over my head. “Yeah. They’ll be looking for Leon next to ask questions. Now that he’s back here, they’re going to track him down sooner than later.”

      “He’ll need a bogus history.”

      I regard my brother. “Such as?”

      He thinks for all of one second. “Backpacking through Africa. That’s always a good alibi. It’s difficult to verify movements through Third World countries.”

      I nod my agreement.

      “Do you need weapons?” he asks.

      “I’ve got what I need.”

      “I had your helicopter flown to a hangar. You don’t want to flaunt it from one of the highest rooftops in Joburg while the cops are looking for you. Let me know when you need it, and I’ll make sure it’s here.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      He gives me something that can almost pass for a smile. “You owe me.”

      I don’t acknowledge the truth in words. There’s no need to rub it in.

      “We better get going.” The wry pull of his mouth becomes a little more pronounced. “Lina wanted the kids to meet their uncle.”

      That thing in my chest tightens again. It’s something between regret and hope. Holding out my arms, I ask, “May I?”

      Damian pulls Josie closer to his chest, looking like a lion clinging to its cub, ready to rip apart whoever wants to take it from him. Slowly, the tight set of his shoulders eases. After another hesitant beat, he reluctantly relaxes his grip.

      “Have you ever held a baby?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Don’t fucking drop her,” he says through tight lips. “I’ll kill you if you do.”

      He’s not joking. There’s no mistaking the seriousness in his eyes as he carefully hands her over.

      I stare at her small face. She’s incredibly light, not weighing more than a cat. Incredibly fragile. A sense of protectiveness rolls through me and hijacks every other instinct. I get a sudden insight of what Damian must be feeling. In a blink, I’m right there with him, ready to kill anyone who lifts a finger against my niece.

      Probably sensing I’m not her daddy, she fusses a little. She smells like baby and Lina, a mixture of talcum powder and something oriental. I imagine that smell of baby mixed with orange blossoms. I can’t help it. I lift my eyes. My gaze clashes with Cas’s. The look on her face stills me. It’s not the softness she displayed with Josh. It’s something different, something raw. It’s something on the edge of a precipice, hovering on a precarious drop.

      Josie starts to cry.

      Damian all but grabs her from me, pressing her against his chest. “Shh, baby. Daddy’s here.”

      “She’s tired.” Lina doesn’t seem as fazed by the crying as my overbearing brother. “It’s almost her nap time.”

      I don’t focus on the crying or what Lina says. I can’t look away from Cas’s expression. I can’t focus on anything other than the godawful sensation unfurling in my chest.

      Oblivious to the dark clouds of the pending storm, Lina gathers Josh and says her goodbyes while Damian tells Cas to get better. I keep my gaze on Cas as I walk Damian and his family out. I say thank you and goodbye on autopilot and watch them get into the elevator.

      An ominous boding draws my body tight as I shut the door and face my woman. Her cheeks are as white as the sheets. Her blue eyes are wide, brimming with everything she keeps locked inside.

      Then I know.

      I know why Lina and Damian’s children upset her.

      She’s so deep under my skin it’s like she’s been a part of me forever. I once had her in my pocket and eating out of my hand. I broke a condom and played Russian roulette, thinking she’d live in my pocket forever. Then I rowed her out onto a river, and I lost her. She’d rather bite my hand now than ever eat out of it again. I lost that precious gift, the heart she once laid in my palm, but I lost more. So much fucking more. We both did.

      I haven’t finished mourning. Not yet. Not until everything has been said.

      Walking to her side, I say, “Tell me.”
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      “Tell me,” Ian orders.

      He has a right to know, but I can’t say it. If I lift the lid, every ugly thing will boil over.

      “Tell me,” he says again, his expression twisting with the knowledge I’m yet to confirm.

      His agony is as real as mine. He did nothing to deserve this pain. It wasn’t his fault. For the first time, I acknowledge his innocence as I witness the suffering of a big, strong man on the brink of tears.

      It’s been wrong of me to keep this from him. It’s been selfish to lock it away just because I’m scared of saying it. Saying it means facing it. Facing it means feeling the pain. Yes, there are worse pains in the world, but it shreds me to pieces because I can’t fix this one. I can never give him the child he wants. I saw it in his face when he held Josie in his arms. The longing was there in his eyes, plain for all to see when he looked at me.

      “Cas,” he says, gripping my hand, begging me to end it.

      I take a shaky breath. “I was pregnant when Ruben shot me.”

      He tightens his fingers around mine, emotions twisting in the murky depths of his eyes.

      “I found out that morning. Maita gave me a pregnancy test. I was going to tell you, but Danai delivered Wolfe’s note. I had to deal with him first.”

      He waits quietly for me to continue.

      “I lost the baby.” Devastating words, yet the worst is still to come.

      “Cas, I—”

      “There’s more. There’s more you need to know. You need to know why I can never be the woman you want.”

      Lowering himself into the chair next to the bed, he presses my fingers to his lips and watches me with a tormented look.

      It takes courage to say this out loud, to admit to myself I feel cheated by fate. “I didn’t know I suffered an incomplete abortion. I had abdominal pain, but I was hurting everywhere, not only from being shot, but also from falling over the waterfall. I mistook the vaginal spotting for the return of my period. I didn’t find out until I got back to South Africa and saw a doctor for suffering from chronic abdominal pain. After three months of infection and chronic endometritis, they told me I’d battle to fall pregnant again. Then the doctors found widespread scarring.”

      I hesitate. Many men will reject me for the part I’m about to confess. This is my defect. I’ll carry it forever alone. Ian lost a baby, but he can still have children.

      What I don’t want is his pity. What I don’t need is his guilt. What I can’t bear is for him to hang around just because Ruben shot me. I don’t want him to give up on being a father just because I can’t be a mother.

      Opting for a clinical tone that doesn’t give away the hurt churning in my chest, I confess the final part. “They had to operate. I had a hysterectomy.”

      Nostrils flaring, he doesn’t give me pity or guilt. He gives me anger. “Do you think for one moment I give a damn that you can’t have children?”

      I try to pull my hand away, but he holds fast.

      “I saw the way you looked at your brother’s baby,” I say. “I know you want children. That’s what you were secretly hoping for in Zim. That’s why you didn’t get me the morning-after pill.”

      “Yes, damn you.” He squeezes my fingers to the point of pain. “Yes, I wanted that. Yes, it was wrong of me not to get the pill. I should be sorry, but I’m not. Am I devastated for you? Yes. Am I guilty? Yes. I should’ve killed Ruben long before he had a chance of taking a shot at you. That doesn’t change a goddamn thing about how I feel. I love you, Cas. I love you, not your body or its breeding capacity. Nothing can ever change that, do you hear me?”

      It’s too much. It’s like seeing him at the bar. My emotions threaten to get the better of me. “We can’t go back to the way it was. Too much has happened.”

      “No, we can’t.” He adds with determination, “That’s why we’ll go forward.”

      I don’t want this for him. I don’t want him to give up on fathering a child. It’s selfish and cruel of me, but I can’t cope with imagining Ian impregnating another woman. I’m too jealous to consider a surrogate mother. Moving forward doesn’t make sense, not for us. He’ll regret his decision when it’s too late. He’s thirty-six. His clock is ticking. I don’t want to become the resented woman, the woman for whom he sacrificed a family. Some people are fine about not bringing kids into the world while it’s an undeniable desire for others. Ian falls into the latter category.

      “I’m a criminal, Cas. There’s no place in my life for a child.”

      I look away. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Try to justify a decision you shouldn’t make. That’s not your heart talking.”

      “Look at me.”

      When I don’t react, he grips my chin and turns my face to him. His eyes are awash with emotion. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions. I’m sorry I didn’t see through Ruben and anticipate his plan. I’m sorry you almost died.” He swallows. “I’m sorry our baby died. I’m sorry that you can’t have children.” Placing my hand on his cheek, he rubs his face against my palm. “I’m not sorry for taking you that night. I’m not sorry for making love to you, and I’m not sorry for going after you again and again. I’ll never be sorry as long as you stay. That’s all I ask, Cas. Stay.”

      The speech loosens something in my chest. The words floor me. The floodgates open. What I feared, happens. Sorrow and regret burn a path through my chest and clog up my throat.

      He climbs onto the bed and pulls me into his arms. “It’s okay to let it out.”

      I want to fight him, but the sentiments holding me hostage make me too weak.

      It pushes up like a volcano until the top blows, and the ache in my throat lifts. Sobs rack my body. They’re dry sobs, gasps for air. The crust of hatred cracks, and the slush buried underneath erupts from my chest and pours from my eyes like acid rain. For the first time, I mourn properly. I mourn with tears instead of vengeance.

      The more he hushes and rocks me, the more I cry. I cry until my throat is raw, and my eyes are dry, and all that’s left are the ashes of grief. I’m a ragdoll in his arms, weak from the emotional outburst, but lighter than what I’ve felt in a year. The anger that had churned inside me spilled out like rivers of lava. The heat is purging. The ash cloud clears and clarity sets in. For the first time since the accident, I feel like I can do what Ian suggested. I can move forward, but not with him. It’s tempting, but I love him too much to be that selfish.

      “I’m here,” he whispers in my hair, kissing the crown of my head.

      For now.

      I’ll take it one day at a time until I find a new direction.

      For now, it’s hugging Ian back and comforting the man who’s lost a baby. For now, it’s feeling something other than impulses based on instinct. It’s suffering pain but realizing I’m strong enough to get through it. It’s caring for someone else more than caring for myself. It’s being honest, acknowledging my love. It’s grieving and moving on so that both of us can survive.

      It’s holding on to a purpose.

      It’s finding Wolfe.

      Sniffing, I say, “In five days, your brother’s staff will be back. We need to decide where we’re going and how we’re handling Wolfe.”

      “Don’t worry,” he says, stroking my hair. “I have a plan.”
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      Holding Cas in my arms, I hate myself. The fact that we can’t have children is my fault. If she never met me, none of this would’ve happened. She’d be working in a bank in Rustenburg. Her biggest concern would’ve been making her rent, not being on the run for crimes she didn’t commit and chased by a cop set on killing her. Maybe she would’ve met a nice guy, got married, and had those kids she can’t have now.

      Fuck. That thought hurts with a force that twists me inside out. I don’t show her what’s brewing inside me. I don’t want to load more weight on her frail shoulders. This isn’t about me. I’m going to fix what I can. It’s too late to give her a baby, but I can give her peace of mind. I’ll be damned if I let her look over her shoulder for the rest of her life. I’m going to eliminate the man who threatens her, and we’re going to live happily ever after. End of story.

      She breaks free from the vise of my arms, pushing away a little. “What’s your plan?”

      I blow out a breath, considering how much to tell her. I’ll be going after Wolfe alone, and my feisty girl isn’t going to like it. “I’m setting a trap for Wolfe.”

      She studies my face. “How?”

      “By doing another heist.”

      She goes rigid. “What kind of heist?”

      “Diamonds.”

      “What?” She shifts to the edge of the bed, out of my reach. “Where?”

      “Rustenburg.”

      Her lips part. “Rustenburg? Are you out of your mind?”

      “It’ll be like having the advantage of playing a match on home territory. Wolfe lost the match there twice, once against me when I evaded him after the heist at Sun City and once against you when you slipped through his fingers. It’s where he killed Nick. He has a bad connotation to the place. Bad connections create negative feelings, and negative feelings create mistakes.”

      “Where are you planning on finding these diamonds?”

      “Your ex-boyfriend owns the biggest jewelry franchise in the province, and his head office is in Rustenburg.”

      “Mint?” she exclaims. “He’s not my ex-boyfriend.”

      “Just as well. At least I don’t have to kill him.”

      “Don’t joke.” She purses her lips. “It’s not funny.”

      “No jokes.” She better believe it. I still feel like offing the moron for how he treated her. “I’d say he deserves to lose more than his Porsche.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      I give her a level look.

      “Ian!”

      I shrug. “What?”

      “You’re talking about stealing diamonds from a store in Rustenburg and putting the whole of the police force on our tails.”

      “Not the whole force, just Wolfe. He’ll know it’s me. He’ll come. When he does, I’ll be ready.”

      “Hold on.” She drags her hair into a ponytail at her nape. “You’re using I a lot in this plan of yours. What about me?”

      I tell her in no uncertain terms. “You stay with Damian and Lina. I’m not putting you in danger.”

      She hops off the bed, prowling at the edge like a feline. “No. I may be personal to Wolfe, but he’s personal to me too. He killed Nick.” She pushes a thumb on her chest. “He shot me.”

      “Cas.” My tone holds a warning. “Let me take care of it.”

      “I’m a good tracker. I’m a great shot. I’ve been training for a year.”

      “Training to kill me, you mean,” I say with half a smile.

      She licks her lips and looks away. “Yeah, well, I didn’t know all the facts.” Looking back at me, she adds with more fervor, “I’m ready.”

      “No.” I get off the bed and stand in front of her, my height towering over her smaller frame. “I’m not making a criminal out of you. My hands are already dirty.”

      She props her fists on her hips. “I have news for you. I’m already a criminal on the run, or have you forgotten?”

      “You haven’t crossed that line yet, baby doll. I have no intention of ever letting you.”

      Her pretty features contort with anger. “Don’t you dare coddle me. My father never did. He knew my worth.”

      “You’re wounded.”

      “I’ll be stronger in a few days.”

      “Cas.”

      “I’m coming with you, Ian. End of discussion.”

      Fuck, she’s hardheaded. I want to use the conspiracy of finding Wolfe to keep her with me, meaning figuratively at my side, not to drag her right into the middle of the danger.

      “I can stand my own,” she says. “You won’t even know I’m there.”

      Right. As if I could ever be unaware of her presence.

      “I’m doing this,” she says, meeting my stare with a challenge in hers.

      “Wolfe framed me.” I dip my head, putting our faces on eye level. “Yes, he tried to use you, but you kicked dirt in his face. Why is this so important to you?”

      “Because…” Her chest rises with a breath. “Because I need a purpose.”

      I still. She’s just told me in so many words she’s adrift, and it pulls at my heartstrings. “There are better purposes, more honorable ones.”

      “You once gave me a gun and let me walk into a hornet’s nest at your side. You didn’t hide me away. What has changed?” Pain flashes in her baby blues. “Is it because I’m damaged? Because I’m not whole? Do you think that makes me weaker?”

      “Fuck, what?” I cup her jaw. “Of course not.” A muscle ticks under my eye. “There’s nothing fucking broken or un-whole about you. You’re as perfect as you’ve always been.” I can’t help the hoarseness of my voice. “Still as pretty as a doll.”

      “Good.” She narrows her eyes. “I’m glad we agree. Besides, I already have a gun.”

      This woman, I could never say no to her. As always, she’s wrapping me around her finger. Against my better judgment.

      “This is how it’s going to work,” she says, twisting out of my hold and pacing the floor. “We’re not stealing anything. Wolfe is looking for us, right? He would’ve warned anyone who knows me to call him if they hear from me.” She stops by the window. “I go to see Mint with the ruse of needing money. He’ll call Wolfe. That’s how we trap the detective.”

      Is she bossing me? I go hard in a second. It’s not steamrolling over my plan as much as that attitude of hers. I’ve always had a weakness for her sass.

      She taps a foot and lifts an eyebrow. “Well?”

      Inwardly, I grin. “This is your genius plan?”

      She stands a little taller and lifts her chin. “Yes.”

      “How do we know when—if—Mint makes the call?”

      “We’ll have to hack into his mobile phone.”

      My little hacker. She’s adorable. “What if he uses a landline? How many people work for him? What if one of them makes the call?”

      “We plant a bug in the store.”

      That grin I’m trying so hard to hide makes its way to my face. “You’ve got it all figured out, have you?”

      “You have access to bugs and hackers. Plus, you have to admit, it’s less risky than stealing diamonds.”

      I walk over, unable to maintain even the small distance she’s put between us. “But less exciting.”

      “It’s safer,” she maintains.

      She’s right, of course, but I can’t help messing with her. “I still think we should teach that stingy bastard a lesson. Mint was an asshole to you.”

      “He already paid with his Porsche.”

      I take another step closer, putting our bodies flush together. “His insurance would’ve paid out.” Untimely lust darkens my tone. “That doesn’t really count as a lesson.”

      She backs one up. “If Mint doesn’t call Wolfe after I’ve paid him a visit, we do it your way.”

      Reaching out, I trace a temple where her silver locks frame her face. “We?” Fuck, yes. I like the sound of that. We. Us.

      She tilts her head away from my touch. “Ian, don’t.”

      Don’t what? Don’t show her I want her? Don’t show her I care? Don’t touch her? She may as well ask me to lie to God while I’m on my knees, praying.

      Leaning my palms on the windowsill behind her, I cage her in between my arms. My voice is low, betraying my emotions. “It’s been a while, Cas, a year to be precise.”

      Her blue eyes flare. My celibacy shocks her. It shocked me at the time. If I’d known she was alive, I would never have fucked around, but even not knowing, my dick was simply not interested in anyone else.

      I make sure she sees the intent in my eyes as I lower my head. She’s mine. I’ll prove it to her over and over, as long as it takes.

      My lips are a hairbreadth from hers when she turns her face away. Rejection has a sharp sting, but suspicion has a bitter taste.

      I don’t back away or give her space. I lean closer, pressing my question against her ear. “How many?”

      She bites her lip, refusing to look at me. “How many what?”

      The word sounds like a growl. “Men.” How many in one year? How many replaced me?

      Finally, she meets my eyes. “Does it matter?”

      Does it? “No,” I grit out.

      Once upon a time, she told me there were none that mattered. One, ten, a hundred, the thought may kill me, but it makes no difference because I’m the only fucking one that matters.

      She pushes me away with her palms on my chest. “There wasn’t anyone, but it wasn’t about you. It was about me.”

      I let her drive me back, putting distance between us again as I let the information settle, but I don’t release her gaze. The fire of jealousy that erupted in a second flat dies down just as fast. Her answer eases me, but I don’t let her look away from me. “It’ll never matter how many other men there were, are, or will be. It will never change the fact that you’re mine.”

      “Stop.” She grabs her head between her hands. “Stop saying things like that.”

      “Why?” The word grates in my throat. “Because it’s the truth and you can’t handle it?”

      “Because I can’t give you what you want.”

      “You,” I say without hesitation. “That’s all I’ve wanted from the moment I laid eyes on you. Just you. I have no preset ideas or qualifying criteria.”

      A wry smile plays over her lips as she shakes her head. I don’t know what’s going on in that pretty little mind of hers, which makes it hard to come up with a strategy of winning her over.

      I backtrack to the door, giving her space. For now. Taking my phone from my pocket, I dial Leon. She watches me from under her lashes as I walk from the room.

      He answers with, “Changed your mind about that fishing trip, did you?”

      My voice bounces off the walls of the spacious lobby. “I need you to hack a phone for me.”

      “Ah, and here I was thinking you’re calling because you’re missing me.”

      “I’ll need a tracer on any number at the receiving end of the line.”

      “Whoa. Slow down a minute. That’s big stuff.”

      “I know you can do it.”

      “I can’t, not yet, but my boss has the technology. If I convince him to let me use it, it’s going to cost me a hell of a favor.”

      “You’ll live,” I say with a smile in my voice.

      He snorts. “Let’s hope so.”

      I pace the floor, stopping in front of an impressive elephant painting. “Is that a yes?”

      He sighs. “Send me the number. I’ll route an app to your phone. Who’s it for or am I not allowed to ask?”

      “Wolfe.”

      “What?” he exclaims. “The guy who’s on your case?”

      Rubbing my brow, I consider my words. “I’m in Joburg.” After a beat, I add, “In Damian’s monstrosity of an office block.”

      “Wait. What? What the fuck is going on, Ian?”

      “Cas isn’t dead.”

      Silence.

      “Leon?”

      “Ian.” His exhale is loud in my ear. “I think you need help, man.”

      “She didn’t die. The villagers found her. They thought I tried to kill her, so they hid her while she was healing and smuggled her back to South Africa.”

      “I can’t believe this. How did you find her?”

      “I didn’t. She found me. It’s a long story, but Wolfe found me too. He took a shot at her and wounded her. That’s why we’re here. Damian organized a surgeon.”

      “He’s hiding you. Fuck, Ian.”

      “We’ll be moving soon.” I hesitate. “I’m going to fucking kill Wolfe, but you better lie low for the next few days, just in case.”

      “If you need me—”

      “I need you to stay the hell away from me while the shit goes down. Damian already has the cops on his ass, asking questions about us. He’s creating a bogus history for you, saying you’ve been backpacking through Africa until now.”

      “This is fucking crazy.”

      “There’s no other way. If I don’t take care of Wolfe, neither Cas nor I will ever be safe.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to this than what you’re giving me?” he asks.

      “You don’t know the half of it.” I grit my teeth. “The imposters who posed as us and killed that bank manager?”

      “Wolfe,” he bites out as he catches on.

      “Yeah.”

      “Motherfucking fuck. I have a right to go after him for what he did.”

      “Let me handle this. Just keep your head down and your nose clean, and do what you do these days.”

      “It’s called programming.”

      “I know what it’s called.”

      “Ian, I—”

      “I’ve got this, Leon.”

      This time, I’m not dragging him along. It’s bad enough I let Cas convince me to take her with.

      “You’re a fucking hard-headed mule,” he says.

      “Thanks, you’re not so bad yourself.”

      Worry creeps into his tone. “I’m not going to tell you to be careful.”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t want you to jinx me.” I knead the muscles of my neck, rubbing out a knot. “I owe you one.”

      “Say hello to her. I’m still battling to believe it. It feels unreal.”

      “Unreal is a light way of putting it.”

      Hanging up, I go back to the room. Cas is looking from the window, pretending she doesn’t see me.

      That’s all right.

      In time, she’ll come to accept the way things are just like she did the first time.
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      To say I’m a mess is an understatement. Messy is the word that best describes my relationship with Ian. Then again, it has been messy since the day I met him. From the time he took me to an old house next to a broken windpump, my rights have been murky and my wrongs wrapped in lust. Yes, it’s messy, but it’s also effortless. Somehow we always fall in tune.

      The longer I spend time with him, the blurrier the lines get. While my body is getting stronger, my noble reasons for granting him freedom become fuzzier by the day. The only way of ensuring I don’t fall under his spell again is to keep a distance. It’s hard to do when he sets out my pills, feeds me, and washes my hair. I get the feeling I’m not succeeding in keeping him at arm’s length due to my applaudable efforts, but because he’s allowing the distance. He’s giving me space. Like always, everything happens on his terms.

      Damian and Lina visit every day, sometimes with and at other times without the kids. They bring food, clothes, and medicine. When, four days later, it’s finally time for us to leave, they see us off at the helipad.

      Lina takes my hands in hers. “If you need anything, and I mean anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

      Ian got me a new cell phone, but I didn’t want to risk anyone finding Lina’s number on it. Instead, I’ve memorized her number.

      “Same for you,” I say with humor. We both know she can’t call me and ask the normal things one girlfriend asks of another, like if I want to go shopping together or if I can babysit so she and her husband can go out.

      Damian nods at Ian. “My connection at the control tower cleared your route, but keep low.”

      Ian offers his brother a hand. “Thanks.” His lips tilt. “I owe you.”

      “I’ll hold you to it,” Damian says, returning the handshake.

      Ian helps me inside the helicopter and secures my safety belt. The tin-like contraption still scares me. I give a nervous wave as we lift off.

      Putting an arm around Lina’s body, Damian guides her back into the building.

      Hart Diamonds is painted in silver letters over the roof. The letters grow smaller as we lift higher. Ian hands me a pair of earphones for the noise. I fit them and sink lower in my seat. I’m tired from the small exertion of climbing the stairs to the roof, but I don’t want him to know for fear he’d leave me behind. The doctor ran tests. My heart condition is stable. My exhaustion is just from a combination of the energy the healing is taking and the stress.

      After forty minutes, the citrus farms on the outskirts of Rustenburg come into view. The green gorge with its small waterfall lies in the distance.

      I glance at Ian. “Are you sure about this?”

      “The cabin is the most obvious place Wolfe will look for us.” He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “We hid out there once, remember?”

      Only too well. I pull my hand away. He tenses, but he doesn’t comment.

      He circles once. The area is quiet. No holiday makers are hiking in the mountain. It’s the first week of January. The schools have reopened and most people are back at work. That was part of the reason why we decided to return to the Kloof. It will be quiet with no visitors during the week.

      When he’s identified a suitable outcrop, he lands the helicopter in a clearing not far from the waterfall. He puts my gun on my lap before cutting the blades. We keep an eye on the surroundings, making sure the coast remains clear. After a beat, he cuts the engine.

      We packed light, not that there was much to pack. I reach for my backpack, but Ian grabs both mine and his and swings them over his shoulders.

      “I can get that,” I say.

      He flashes me a smile as he leads the way. “I’m just being a gentleman.”

      A footpath leads to the camping area at the bottom of the gorge. The climb down is steep. At one place, I have to grab the ledge with both hands to keep my balance. Even without the minimal weight of the backpack on my back, I’m battling to breathe by the time we reach the slippery stone shore of the waterfall. We stop to rest and have a drink of water before making the remainder of the short walk to the cabin.

      The cabins aren’t fitted with alarms. Ian easily picks the lock. The cabin is neat and tidy, minus linen. It has been cleaned after the last holiday makers left. The cleaning staff won’t come around until the next time the cabin is rented, which could be the coming weekend. The Kloof is always popular on weekends in the summer, even out of holiday season. Our only chance of being spotted is when the security guard does his rounds, but the cabin is one of the more secluded ones, and the night guard normally comes past around seven. We just have to keep quiet and not shine any lights until after.

      “Here,” Ian says, pulling out a chair for me by the table. “You need to rest.”

      Putting the gun down on the table, I take a seat. “I’m fine.”

      His brow furrows. “You’re pale.”

      “I just haven’t exercised for a while.” I walked around in Damian’s office block and climbed the stairs to practice, but my heart isn’t playing along.

      Ian hooks a finger into the neck of my T-shirt and pulls it away. “How’s the wound?”

      “I don’t even feel it.” The stitches aren’t pulling as much as in the beginning. They should dissolve in a few days.

      He drops my backpack next to the chair, takes out my phone, and puts it on the table. “Call me if you hear or see anything. I won’t be long.”

      “Where are you going?” I ask with alarm.

      “To pull a few branches over the helicopter. We don’t want anyone flying over to spot it.”

      “What about setting the perimeter alarms? Shouldn’t we do that first?”

      “Later. I’ll do it before getting wheels and supplies.”

      Ian’s plan of getting wheels is hitchhiking to town and buying a car with cash. We could’ve easily stolen one from the parking lot near the main building—the ground keepers park their cars there—but we want to attract as little attention as possible. We don’t want the authorities to know we’re here until we’re ready.

      Ian gives me another concerned look and a peck on the forehead before leaving. The peck on the forehead, just like the squeeze he’s given my fingers in the helicopter, has become his new way of touching me. It’s platonic enough not to make me nervous, yet he keeps a foot in the door. It’s not much, but it’s not nothing.

      While Ian is away, I stew over this new vague definition of us, worried it may develop into something again if I’m not careful. There isn’t much else to do but worry.

      After I’ve caught my breath, I pace the floor and go over our plan in my head, but my thoughts always return to one subject—Ian. More specifically, Ian and me. When this is over, I’ll go my own way. I’ll lie low for a while and then keep moving, staying under the radar. Maybe I’ll become a bounty hunter. I have the skills. Sure, my heart gives me trouble from time to time, but not so much when I’m healthy and well-rested.

      A noise outside, whistling, pulls my attention. Rushing to the window, I flatten my body against the wall and peer through the crack between the curtain and the window frame. The guard is doing his rounds, making his way along the path. It’s late morning. I make a mental note of the time. When he’s gone, I dare to breathe again.

      Ian returns shortly, dark patches staining the armpits of his T-shirt. He climbed up and down the gorge twice, and he’s not even out of breath.

      He plants another one of those charged kisses disguised with nonchalance on the crown of my head. “Did anything happen while I was gone?”

      “The guard came around. It was just after eleven. It looks like he does a round in the morning too.”

      His smile is friendly, but the heat in his eyes goes beyond platonic. “That’s good to know.”

      I turn away quickly, busying myself with cleaning my gun.

      Ian spends the rest of the morning sneaking around the site to set alarms. At lunchtime, we eat the sandwiches Lina has packed. He spreads out his jacket on the bare mattress and convinces me to take a nap while he showers. I lie down on his jacket and fold the ends over me. A faint smell of tobacco clings to the leather, not that I’ve seen him chewing on cigars lately. He’s given up the habit.

      Before long, my eyes drift closed, and when I open them again, he’s hovering over me with wet hair, dressed in a clean T-shirt and jeans and smelling of hotel soap.

      “I’m going to get us some wheels.” He studies me with a worried expression. “Stay inside and don’t make noise. You should be safe here.”

      I stare up at him, at how the longer side of his hair falls over his face. I remember how he looked when he leaned in this very doorframe and watched me undress. I was a different woman then, and maybe he was a different man. Much has changed. What hasn’t changed is my body’s reaction to him. Back then, I feared him, but it didn’t stop me from wanting him. I don’t fear him any longer, and I want him as much as ever.

      “Okay,” I say quickly, lest he sees my thoughts in my eyes.

      His smile is soft. He lingers another second, and then he’s gone.

      Despite my resolution to keep watch, I must be more tired than what I’d like to admit, because I fall back into a deep sleep.

      It’s dusk when he returns. The bed dents where he sits on the edge.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      He takes my wrist and brings my watch to my face. It’s almost six.

      I free my arm and push onto my elbows. “Did you get a car?”

      “A truck. It’s parked on a dirt road running next to the fence. I couldn’t risk driving through the gates, even though it was tempting signing in as Cyndi Lauper.”

      I take in his grin. The fake name is no doubt a jab at the name I gave him at the bar.

      “Come on.” He takes my hand and pulls me to my feet. “I got dinner. I even got sheets.”

      “Sheets?”

      He gives me a cocky look. “Unless you prefer sleeping on my jacket.”

      “Sheets are good,” I say, my cheeks heating a little from not wanting to admit I enjoyed the smell and feel of his jacket. It reminds me of better times. Never safer, but definitely better.

      We nuke the mac-and-cheese he got and eat a quick dinner. He insists on an early night, saying we need to be rested for tomorrow. He’s right. Tomorrow is the big day. I take the bed with the new sheets, and, like the gentleman he is, he takes the sofa.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up with my stomach in knots. Facing myself in the bathroom mirror, I get that nervous feeling of the first day of high school or a job interview. My cheeks are pale and, despite a nap and a full night’s sleep, the circles under my eyes are dark. I look like a patient in recovery, not like a strong woman about to take on the enemy trying to kill her.

      After a quick shower, I moisturize my skin and brush out my hair. Taking a step back, I study my reflection in the mirror again. Since the accident in Zim, I haven’t used make-up except for the time I dressed like Cindy, but that wasn’t to look pretty and feel confident. That was to hide my features and seduce a man.

      Lina got me a few cosmetics. I unpack them on the basin and set to work, applying foundation a shade darker than my skin tone to hide the paleness, blush on my cheeks, and a dusting of eyeshadow. Black eyeliner and mascara makes the blue of my eyes pop. I color my lips berry-red and press them together. There. That’s much better. I’m not going to face Mint looking like a corpse.

      I pull on the purple matching underwear set and the new clothes Lina got for me. The T-shirt and jeans fit tightly. The jeans have a bootleg cut to hide an ankle holster. I strap on the holster and secure my gun. The sneakers are comfortable and far more practical than my heels.

      I take a minute to tidy the bathroom before going to the lounge. Ian is already up, wearing only his jeans. He drags a gaze over me, appreciation heating his eyes. I don’t dare look at the naked plane of his chest and abs. Instead, I focus my attention on the breakfast laid out on the table. He made coffee and toast. My pills are set out on a saucer next to my place setting.

      “Eat up,” he says. “You’re going to need it.”

      I take a seat and pull a mug closer. In a heartbeat, he’s at my back, bending over me to pour coffee into the mug. He drags in a breath, inhaling me as if it’s still his right.

      When I stiffen, he pulls away.

      He sits opposite me and pushes a black dot the size of a pill across the table. It’s sealed in a plastic casing with a foil backing.

      “The bug,” he says. “It has a self-adhesive backing. Stick it somewhere they won’t notice. The police may dust the shop for fingerprints if Mint alerts them you were there, so you’ll be wearing gloves.” He puts a pair of brown leather gloves next to the miniature microphone.

      Putting down the mug, I pick up the gloves. The leather is thin and soft.

      “Try them on,” he says. “I had them made.”

      I look at him quickly. “Made?”

      “Damian knows a guy. He took care of it. Your hands are small, and you need a good grip to plant the microphone. If the gloves don’t fit like a second skin, you risk dropping the bug.”

      I fit the right hand. The cut is slim, and the leather has good stretch. It indeed feels like a second skin.

      His tone is warm when he says, “They look good on you.”

      Avoiding the appreciative evaluation in his eyes, I avert my gaze. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Even if I don’t look at him, I can hear the smile in his voice.

      The rest of our breakfast passes in silence. When it’s time, I braid my hair, pull on a baseball cap, and grab my backpack.

      Making sure the guards aren’t near, he takes me outside and leads me through the back of the property to the fence. The truck is parked on the other side. He’s cut a hole at the bottom of the fence to climb through. I’m still anxious as I climb in beside him, but my purpose gives me direction, and my direction helps me to focus.

      We drive to town and park on the main street of Rustenburg outside Mint’s office. Ian is dressed in dark-blue jeans, a black T-shirt, and his favorite brown leather jacket. Like me, he’s wearing a baseball cap. Both of us have guns. Mine is still tucked away in the ankle holster under the wide leg of my jeans, and Ian’s is in the glove compartment.

      We sit quietly and watch. At nine, the shop assistant, Olga, arrives. Mint shows up shortly after. He goes out again at ten and is back by eleven.

      “Time to rock and roll, baby doll.” Ian turns in his seat to look at me. “I’m still not happy about letting you do this.”

      “I’m just letting him know I’m back in town. That’s it.”

      Ian didn’t say how he managed the phone hacking. I suspect Leon helped with that.

      I pull on my gloves and reach for the door handle, but Ian holds me back with a hand on my arm.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asks.

      I frown. “My gun is in my ankle holster.”

      He shakes his head. “A kiss.”

      “What?”

      “For good luck.”

      Nice try. Rolling my eyes, I free myself from his hold and get out. He follows, walking two steps behind me down the road. Inconspicuously, I push the microphone from its casing and grip it between a forefinger and thumb.

      The chances that the cops are still patrolling the town after a year are slim, and it’s the last place they’ll expect us to show up. Still, I’m nervous. I glance up and down the street, keeping vigilant as I cross and push open the jewelry store door.

      Before entering, I look over my shoulder. Ian leans against the lamppost on the other side of the street. He insisted on accompanying me despite my protests when we went over the plan. Now I’m grateful for his reassuring presence as the door shuts behind me.

      The shop assistant looks up from behind a display of engagement rings. Her eyes bulge behind her glasses. “Cas!” She squints. “Is that you?”

      “Hey, Olga.” I step up to the counter. “How are you?”

      “I, um, well, ah, and you?”

      “Great.” I put on my brightest smile while sticking the bug underneath the edge of the counter. “Is Mint in?”

      She cranes her neck toward the door behind her. The door leads to a kitchen and toilet at the back and a staircase that gives access to Mint’s office upstairs. The safe where he keeps the cut diamonds is in his office.

      She looks back at me and rubs her nape. “He’s, um, busy.”

      “He’ll want to see me,” I say sweetly.

      “All right.”

      Keeping her gaze on me, she picks up the phone and tells Mint I’m downstairs. I can’t blame her for her reaction. After I’d gone missing in Zim, there was speculation in the news about my involvement with the Phantom gang. Wolfe didn’t leak that information to the press. He must’ve been scared whoever I trusted with my blackmailing information would’ve made good on my threat and sent the photo incriminating him to his superior. Reporters connected the dots themselves when I was declared dead. I suppose Olga saw the news. She’s definitely surprised, just not as shocked as one looking at a ghost would’ve been, which can only mean my suspicion is valid. Wolfe did alert them. Olga knew I wasn’t dead.

      I drum my fingers on the counter as I wait. My status of being alive must’ve come as a shock to Wolfe. I smile inwardly as I imagine his surprise when he went after Ian and found me. It took him less than a second to pull the trigger. Perhaps he reacted in shock. Whatever the case, his impulsive decision to put me back in the grave scored points for him. Like I told Ian, he now knows I was bluffing about releasing the evidence. Ian is right. Wolfe won’t stop until I’m dead—again—and since I’m already officially dead, he’ll get away with murder. Literally. Double points for Wolfe. Double bummer for me.

      The security gate behind the door makes a clicking sound I’m well familiar with, having visited Mint several times at his office. The door swings open to reveal Mint’s pale, bony face. He steps cautiously over the threshold, looking like he’d rather bolt than say hello.

      If he’d already called Wolfe from his upstairs office, Ian would’ve called me. The fact that my phone rests silently in my back pocket means Mint first wanted to see me with his own eyes before making that call, if he will make it.

      I shove my hands in my pockets. “Hi.”

      “Cas.” Like Olga, he appears surprised but not shocked. “I thought you were—” He coughs.

      Rolling on the balls of my feet, I enjoy his discomfort a little too much. “Dead?”

      He glances at Olga, who looks on with eyes the size of ping pong balls.

      “What brings you here?” he asks.

      “You,” I say. “We’re supposed to be soulmates, remember?”

      He shifts his weight. “Olga, go grab some lunch.”

      “It’s eleven,” she says.

      He makes big eyes at her and tilts his head toward the door. “Have an early one.”

      Looking between us, she grabs her handbag from under the counter and all but runs to the door.

      She’s almost in the street when Mint calls after her. “Best not talk to anyone.”

      The bell chimes over the door when it closes. An uncomfortable silence follows. I wait for Mint to make the first move, but he can’t seem to find the right words.

      After I moment, I lean my elbows on the counter and help the man out. “You must be wondering what happened to me.”

      His Adam’s apple bobs. “Really, Cas, I don’t want to know.”

      “The less you know the safer, right?”

      “Something like that. Look, just tell me why you’re here.”

      “I need your help.” I bat my eyelashes. “I need a place to crash.”

      He lifts his eyes toward the camera in the corner of the ceiling. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I don’t want to be dragged into whatever mess you’re in.”

      I lower my voice. “The cops are after me. I need help.”

      He pushes his thin hair from his face. “What do you want from me?”

      “A small loan to see me through until I get back on my feet.”

      “Money?” he asks in a shrill voice.

      “Yes, money. You always told me you have a lot of it. I reckoned you wouldn’t mind lending me some. I’m stuck here until I can scrape together enough cash to disappear again.”

      “How can I loan money to a dead person? What guarantee do I have you’ll pay me back? If you don’t, I can’t even take legal action.” He adds, “Since you don’t exist, at least not on the records.”

      He knows I’m back in town, that I’m in trouble, and out of money. That means I should hang around for a while, at least until I can get my hands on cash. I’ve achieved what I wanted to. I should just get the hell out, but since he’s so opposed to helping me when he once pledged his love to me for life, I can’t help but play with him.

      I make an innocent face. “You could simply give me some. Call it a donation.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says again. “I won’t call the cops on you, but you have to leave.”

      “Are you throwing me out? What about all that talk about how we were meant to be together and that you’d wait for me as long as it took?”

      His face turns blotchy red. “I only said that to get into your pants. You’re not marriage material, Cas. You’re the girl a guy wants to fuck while he’s sowing his wild oats, not the girl he wants to be the mother of his children.”

      Mother and children hit a sore point.

      That does it. Forget red. I see purple, ugly black-purple-mashed-up red. He’s just like that guy at Sun City who made a crude remark about my clothes. Just like that guy, Mint made me a generalization. On top of that, he’d been too much of a coward back then to defend me. He can learn a thing of two from Ian. Ian kidnapped me, but he never treated me like a slut who’s good for a fuck but unworthy of being a mother.

      Outwardly calm, I rest the dirty sole of my sneaker on the plush, white leather poof meant for wealthy customers, pull up the leg of my jeans, and take my gun from the holster.

      “What the fuck?” Mint exclaims, backing up to the wall.

      I point the gun at him. “Put your hands in the air.” It’s stupid, but I’ve always wanted to say that.

      “You’re making a mistake,” he says, his pupils bouncing like pinballs in their sockets.

      Keeping my eyes and weapon on him, I backtrack to the door, lock it, and turn the open sign to closed. There’s an alarm button under the cash register counter, but he’s a good few steps away. I guess he never thought I’d have the balls to pull a gun on him.

      Coming around the counter, I say, “Go upstairs.” When he turns to execute the order, I jab the barrel of the gun in his ribs. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      He walks like a stickman, stopping at the wall panel and entering the code to open the gate.

      I push him over the threshold. “Go on. No funny business or I shoot you in the ass.”

      “Fuck.” He glances at me from over his shoulder. “You’re out of your goddamn mind.”

      “Not the kind of woman who’d make a good mother, huh? I mean, being out of my mind and all. I suppose being attractive and wearing clothes that make you feel good aren’t characteristics of a good mother either.”

      His knees buckle a bit as we reach his office door. “What do you want me to say? That you’re not slutty? Tell me. I’ll say it.”

      “Nah. I’m not in the mood for more of your lies.” I push the barrel against his spine. “I’m more in the mood for shooting you in the balls. Do you know what it feels like to get shot?”

      “No,” he says, his hands shaking where he holds them in the air.

      “I do. It hurts like a bitch.”

      His voice is high-pitched. “What do you want?”

      “Open the door.”

      The door has an electronic lock as well as a key. Double security. He fits the key in the hole and unlocks the door. Then he punches another code on a wall panel and fumbles with the doorknob. It takes him a moment before he manages to turn it.

      I push him again. “Inside.”

      He stumbles into the room.

      “Open the safe,” I say.

      He spins around and faces me with a wide-eyed stare. “You’re joking.”

      “I asked you nicely for a few hundred bucks. How much do you pay for a round of golf at Sun City? A thousand bucks? That’s not counting the drinks at the bar. You could’ve given me the price of an afternoon of fun. You want to know the truth? I would’ve walked away even if you’d given me nothing but a kind word and pretense of care. Now it’s going to cost you a whole lot more than playing eighteen holes.” I aim the gun at his balls. “Am I laughing? I should be, but I’m afraid you’re not that funny. No jokes, Mint. Open the safe.”

      He sniffs and coughs, looking like he may choke on his spit as he goes to the safe and turns the dial.

      His pride is his downfall. He could never stop boasting about his wealth and how many diamonds he kept in his safe. Luckily for him, I’m not interested in horses or a house on the beach, or those things he bragged about would’ve been next on my list.

      “Take everything out,” I say. “Pack it on the desk.”

      With tremulous hands, he places velvet bags on his desk. The desk is large, no doubt making up for what Mint is missing in size.

      “Open them,” I say.

      He opens the strings of the bags, letting the gemstones spill onto the polished surface of the wood until there’s a colorful array of emeralds, rubies, sapphires, tanzanites, and my prize—diamonds. There must be at least a hundred stones of different cuts and sizes, all ready to be set into rings for women who are worthy of being wives and mothers.

      “Hand over the diamonds,” I order.

      He shoves the stones back into the bag, draws the strings, and gives it to me. “You won’t get away with this.”

      “Thank you,” I say, blowing him a kiss as I shove the bag into my back pocket.

      I know this office well enough to know there’s only one landline. Mint invited me up for more than one cup of coffee to show off his worth. It’s a pity there’s nothing of worth in his heart. I bet the same goes for what’s in his pants.

      I point at the phone. “Pull out the cord and give it to me.”

      He does so fuming a little more but not showing less fear.

      “Now your cell phone,” I say when he’s handed me the cord.

      He takes his phone from his desk and puts it in my outstretched palm. I pocket the phone and the telephone cable.

      I motion with the gun toward the security monitor on his desk. “Give me the camera recording.”

      “I can’t,” he says in a tremulous voice. “There’s no disk. The recording is rooted to my laptop.”

      That’s easy then. I kick the monitor with my heel, sending it crashing to the floor.

      Jumping out of the way as glass shatters next to him, he yells, “What the fuck?”

      “Take your laptop,” I order.

      He picks it up gingerly.

      “Throw it out of the window.”

      His lips part. He gapes at me before saying in a hysterical voice, “I’ve got work on here, stuff I can’t recover.”

      Stepping over the broken monitor, I push the barrel against his crown jewels. “Need some motivation?”

      A trickle of sweat runs down his temple. “Fuck. Okay.” He opens the window with one hand, pinches his eyes shut, and throws out the laptop.

      A dull thud and a scream sounds from the street. It’s at the back of the building, on the side Ian isn’t watching.

      “Hey, watch out, moron!” a man yells.

      “Tell him you have anger issues,” I say.

      Mint sticks his head through the window. “Sorry. The laptop gave me problems. I lost my cool.”

      “Fucking twat,” the man calls. “It could’ve been on my head.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mint says again. “Hey! Hey, tell that guy to leave my laptop.”

      “You dumped it,” the man says. “If it’s trash, the beggars have a right to take off with it.”

      Mint pulls his head back into the room. “He stole my laptop. Now look what you’ve done. Do you have any idea how much work I lost?”

      I click my tongue. “You should’ve just given me a thousand bucks.”

      Sweeping an arm over the desk, I send green, blue, red, and purple stones flying. They shoot into all corners and rain down on every surface and the floor.

      Crying out, Mint falls on his knees, crawling after the gemstones that roll in every direction.

      Leaving him to fuss over the spillage, I exit, lock the door, and pull out the key. Quietly, I make my way downstairs. The coast is clear. I make a detour to the bathroom and flush the key down the toilet. After holstering my gun, I make my way outside.

      Olga is nowhere in sight. Ian is still leaning on his post across the road. He straightens when he sees me. His gaze is fixed on my face. It grows watchful as he scrutinizes me. Tension rolls off his shoulders, but as always, he keeps a handle on it, his expression giving away nothing but eternal wakefulness and calm.

      “How did it go?” he asks when I stop in front of him.

      “We have a few minutes before the shit hits the fan.”

      His posture turns even more rigid. “What did you do?”

      “Sent Wolfe a message,” I say, walking past him to the truck.

      I haven’t made it a step when a strong hand on my bicep halts my progress. Yanking me around, he pulls me flush against him. My chest collides with his. Surprise rushes through me. The act is unexpected, catching me off guard. Arousal flares inside me. My desire lurks in my body like a thief in the night. Unwelcome and outcast, it hides in the shadows. With my guard being down, it found an open door to creep through. Banished like something dirty and wrong, it’s always crawling, watching … waiting for a crack to slither through.

      I haven’t felt this kind of arousal in a year. It’s the kind that flushes my whole body with heat and sets my pulse racing. My nipples harden, my breasts turn heavy, and everything between my legs turns wet and swollen. The seal on my emotions lifted when I spilled my tears, but having a sex drive again can’t only be accounted to liberating my feelings. My body stirred at the bar already, long before I cried myself dry in Ian’s arms. It’s got less to do with purging and everything with one man.

      Ian Hart.

      The man who will forever own my heart.

      It’s not the moment. I have a bag full of diamonds and a stolen phone in my pockets, not to mention the gun in my holster, yet I turn even wetter when he yanks me against his hard-on and says in a gravelly voice, “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I blink. “I locked Mint in his office, but his shop assistant may return at any moment.”

      He seems oblivious to what I’ve said as he grips my face in a big hand, digs his fingers into my cheeks, and kisses me in the middle of the street. He kisses me, chasing my tongue and drinking my air like we’re the only people there. In a wink, I’m swept away. I’m back in Victoria Falls in an alley and the man who kisses me is everything I want him to be. Other people’s unhealthy is our norm. A libido other men found overactive is normal for Ian. He doesn’t see the prize between my legs. He sees me.

      I’m breathless when he lets me go.

      A sexy smile curves his lips. “You didn’t think I’d let you get away without that kiss?”

      I push the hair from my face. “What was that all about?”

      His dark eyes flash. Danger. The joy of finding. The fear of losing. He doesn’t have to say a word. I get it by just looking at him. It’s the adrenaline. It’s what’s on the line—our freedom, our lives.

      It’s not the moment.

      Spinning on my heel, I hurry to the truck. He gets the door for me and goes around to take the wheel. I peel off the gloves and drop them in my bag as he starts the engine. The tires don’t squeal as he pulls out of the parking. He sticks to the speed limit. With his arm resting in his open window, he drives as if we have no cares in the world. The set of his jaw is hard, and he keeps an eye on the rearview mirror. Other than that, he displays no distress.

      It’s only when we cross the train tracks that he pushes down on the accelerator. We don’t talk. I let him focus on driving. My stomach draws tight as we turn onto the gravel road next to the Kloof.

      Soon, there will be fireworks.
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      “What did you do?” I ask Cas as I park the truck.

      I didn’t dare speak before for the fear of losing my cool and steering us off the road. If she put her life in danger—fuck. I can’t even think about it. Dragging my hands over my head, I turn in my seat and face her.

      “I’d say Olga is back at the store by now,” she says. “Maybe she has a spare key for Mint’s office door, maybe not. Either way, it shouldn’t take her more than a minute to call for help.” She motions at my phone that lies in the console. “Check your hacker app.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      She regards me quietly, chewing her lip.

      “What did you do, Cas?”

      Sighing, she lifts her ass, takes a velvet bag from her back pocket, and throws it at me. I catch it in mid-air. No fucking way. I untie the strings and peer into the bag. Diamonds. A lot of them. Enough to make Cas a diamond magnate.

      A multitude of emotions run through my chest—admiration, pride, disbelief, and that godawful fear. It’s the fear that hooks its claws into me.

      “You took a risk,” I say, jostling the stones as I shake the bag in front of her face. “He could’ve pulled a gun or alerted the security company.”

      “I know Mint. I know his store. He doesn’t own a gun, and I made sure he didn’t get near the panic button.”

      “There are cameras.” I slam a hand on the wheel. “Fuck, Cas. You should’ve told me the minute you left the store.” I grapple for my phone. “I need to call Leon. We need to hack into the feed and wipe it out.”

      She places a hand on mine, stilling me. “I broke the security monitor and made him throw his laptop out of the window. A beggar ran off with the broken laptop. Recovering the hard drive is very unlikely. By now, it’s long since dismantled and sold.”

      “That wasn’t the plan.” I gnash my teeth so hard the joints of my jaw ache. “You were supposed to stay in the camera’s blind spot and not show your face. That was the plan.”

      “I improvised.”

      “It was an uncalculated risk,” I say through clenched teeth. “You deviated from the plan, a plan we fucking worked out to the last detail. Stealing the diamonds was a last resort. You said so yourself. Stealing was supposed to be my job.” I stab a thumb on my chest. “My risk.”

      Throwing the diamonds in her lap, I curse under my breath. I’m shaking with the knowledge of what could’ve happened, but I’m also suffering from a persistent hard-on elicited by her ballsy act. I want to spank her for being so irresponsible and kiss her for being so brave.

      I blow out a long breath, trying to get a handle on my emotions. Before I met her, I never had a problem with keeping control. Emotions are exactly why involving Cas is a risk. I’ve always taken uncalculated risks when I’m around her, because she fucks not only with my body but also with my head. The fact that we’re sitting in the truck and having this discussion when I should be checking the app on my phone is proof of that.

      “Fuck, Cas.” I still can’t believe she did that.

      She looks toward the mountain. “He said I wasn’t mother material, okay?”

      What? My chest squeezes. That lousy son of a bitch. Of all the things he could’ve said, he said the one thing that would hurt my girl most, because of all the things in the world, it’s the one thing she can never be, at least not biologically. It makes me want to turn the truck around, grab him by his scrawny neck, hand out a few punches, and shoot him in the kneecaps.

      Gripping her chin, I force her gaze back to me. “I’m proud of you. You did well.”

      A smile threatens to break through the bleak expression clouding her face. “Do you mean that?”

      I exhale another shaky breath. “Yeah.” Her smile is contagious. It looks good on her. I’m going to make her smile more often. “You make a good bandit.”

      She tilts her face, escaping my touch, and slaps my arm. “Be serious.”

      I laugh. “I am.” Fuck, yeah. It’s good to laugh. It takes off some of the edge. I motion at the bag in her lap. “What are you going to do with all those diamonds?”

      She traces the stones through the velvet, staring at the bag. “Find a buyer, I guess. Maybe I’ll donate the whole lot to women unworthy of being wives.”

      “Hey.” I twist a strand of hair that has escaped her braid around my finger. “You’re perfect. Forget that asshole and what he said. He’s not worth your anger.”

      “You’re right.” Her mouth sets in a hard line. “Giving him any kind of emotion is giving him power he doesn’t deserve.”

      I dip my head to catch her gaze again. “Do you want me to make him dead for you?”

      “Ian!” She gives me a chastising look.

      “Because I will.” I’m not joking.

      “Cut it out.” She slaps my arm again. “Check your phone. Mint must be free by now. He must’ve called Wolfe.”

      Reluctantly, I let the platinum curl slip from my finger. She’s right, of course. I do need to check the app, but we have time. I take my phone and unlock the screen. Instinct already tells me what the app confirms. Mint made the call. The app traced the call to Johannesburg. It doesn’t come as a surprise that Wolfe is lurking around Joburg looking for us. He’d be keeping tabs on Damian, hoping I’d show up there just as I had. The app planted a tracer on Wolfe’s phone, which verifies Wolfe hasn’t alerted any local authorities. He’s coming for us alone. As I expected, he’s not planning an arrest. If he’s coming alone, it’s because he’s planning on committing murder. Not if I get to him first.

      The gravity of the situation I’m submitting Cas to sinks into my stomach. “Wolfe is in Joburg. It’ll take him about two hours to get here if he comes by car, which I’m putting my money on. He’s not spilling the beans about us. Government resources such as helicopters won’t be accessible to him.”

      She nods, trying to hide her tension, but I don’t miss the little signs, like how she plays with the strings of the bag or saws her bottom lip with her teeth.

      “Time to move.” I get out and come around to her side. When she opens the door, I take her hand to help her down. “Come here. Look.” I show her the truck’s key in my palm. Going down on my haunches, I leave it under the body of the truck on the top of the front tire. “If anything goes wrong, you take the truck and leave.” She’s already shaking her head before I’m done talking. “You have to promise me, Cas.”

      She shakes her head more vehemently. “Nothing is going to go wrong.”

      “No.” Straightening, I cup her cheek and give her the reassurance she needs. “Everything will be fine. Still, the key is here just in case.”

      She stares at me with wide eyes, emotions awash in the hues of blue that bleed together like a summer sky on a crystal lake. She’s the blue of an ocean, the clear turquoise of a pool. Me, I’m the muddy brown of a river, the sins trapped at the bottom of a murky dam.

      We’re locked in time, in a moment of truth. That’s what danger does. Facing the consequences of treacherous actions makes you look at things differently. Facing death makes you see things in perspective. For me, there’s only ever been one perspective. It’s the woman facing me. For her, it’s more complicated. A war wages in her pretty eyes as the truth plays over her face. She wants me, but she’s fighting it. She’s been fighting it even as she tried to seduce me on Christmas night.

      I don’t take. I promised myself I wouldn’t unless she’s ready and willing to take the first step. I offer her my hand, waiting with an outstretched arm. A second ticks by. Another. Her fingers tighten around the velvet bag in her left hand. Ever so slowly, she raises her right hand and places her palm in mine. I close my fingers around hers, firmly but not too tightly. There. Safe and secure.

      We don’t need words as we climb through the fence and walk back to the cabin. As long as our fingers are linked together, the moment is unbreakable and our connection intact.

      Electricity zaps between us. It runs in the air and under my skin. I feel her like I feel my own heartbeat in my chest. I breathe her like I inhale the warm air. Inside the cabin, I lock the door without letting go of her hand. I’m too scared to break the connection, too terrified I’d lose the awareness balancing on a narrow ledge.

      She leans against the wall next to the door, bending one leg and resting a foot on the bricks. Chewing her lip, she regards me from under the visor of her cap. What she wants is written in her eyes. Our intertwined fingers hang at our sides. Using my free hand, I take her cap off and drop it on the coffee table before gently brushing her hair from her face. She reaches up, takes off my cap, and dumps it next to hers. My hair falls over one side of my face, veiling her pretty features behind a curtain. She’s every bit the doll I first set eyes on, gorgeous and perfect in every way. I want her so much my balls ache, but the need in my heart is much greater. It hurts a hell of a lot more.

      Like our fingers, our gazes remain locked. Holding my breath, I wait. I’m not going to ask for anything she’s not prepared to give. I’ll settle for this moment, which is as close to perfect as any moment I’ll ever get. Finally, there’s no more masks and pretenses. I give her my truth, and she shows me hers. I embrace the moment, owning it with everything inside me, but I’m ready to step away if she needs more time or space.

      Just as I’m about to let her go, she curls her fingers around my nape. A mountain of weight lifts off my chest. The dirty, dark fog trapped between my ribs dissipates, and light sifts in. Leaning closer, I press our foreheads together. I close my eyes briefly, taking a moment to inhale the clean scent of her skin.

      She tilts her hips ever so slightly, just enough to brush against me. I place a hand on her waist, reading her expression as I brush a thumb under the T-shirt over her naked skin. Her pupils dilate. Her lips part. We’re locked in a lover’s embrace, and for the first time in a year, I’m where I’m supposed to be.

      We don’t kiss or jump each other. The moment is too precious, too charged. I’ve never gone to church, but this is what it must feel like. Holy. Enough. Dragging my nose along her hairline to her temple, I inhale her existence. Alive. My miracle.

      I nuzzle the soft spot behind her ear and give her more softly spoken truths. “You’re mine, Cas. You’ll always be.”

      I pull away to measure her reaction and make sure she understands. This is important. It’s vital she gets this. I may not get another chance to tell her. A man like me, a fugitive on the run, knows to make the most of every opportunity. Opportunities are more precious than diamonds and dollar bills. Sometimes they’re rarer.

      “You’re not mine because I own you, but because you own me.” Lifting our locked hands to my chest, I place her hand over my heart. “You live in here, inside me, and you always will, no matter who comes after me or who takes my place. You’ll always be a part of me. I’ll always belong to you. That’s why you’re mine.”

      Her blue eyes glisten with tears. They sparkle like the diamonds in her pocket. “Stop talking,” she says, pulling her hand from under mine where it rests on my chest and cupping my face to drag me closer.

      I surrender with a groan, framing her face between my palms and meeting her halfway with a smothering kiss.

      The tension shatters.

      A year’s worth of wasted time flows away. It drains with my inhibitions as I devour her mouth and taste her lips like it’s our first kiss. With her, every time is a first. Every time is a last.

      She raises on tiptoes, arching her back and pressing her body against mine while our tongues tangle and our breaths mingle. She tastes like mint toothpaste and strawberry lipstick. Her lips are plump and juicy. They give with a pop when I release her mouth to kiss my way down her neck. There’s a lot of skin to cover, a lot I’ve missed out on. My willpower is sloppy, but my kisses are skilled. I know how to get her there with me. I know what she likes.

      She mewls when I graze my teeth over the soft skin where her neck meets her shoulder. I’m careful of her wounded shoulder, making sure I don’t touch the stitches. I drag my hands from her face down her body, cupping her slender waist, wishing I could hold her like this forever. She yanks my T-shirt from my jeans and works loose my buckle. When she pulls down the zipper and dips her hand inside, I nearly lose all reason. She strokes my cock through my briefs, squeezing her fingers around the crest. Angling my hips toward her, I rub myself in her palm.

      Too soon, she abandons my dick and drags her hands up my chest under my T-shirt. I reciprocate, lifting her T-shirt to palm her flat stomach and the lace-covered curves of her breasts. She pulls up the hem of my T-shirt, showing me what she wants. I take my hands off her for only as long as it takes to pull the T-shirt over my head. I’m eager to get back to my exploration. My hands are all over her, under her clothes and on top of them, feeling, palming, squeezing like a man starved for touch.

      Somehow, between our tangled arms and groping hands, we manage to get rid of her T-shirt. I slow down, taking my time to kiss a path down her cleavage as she wiggles my jeans over my hips. I take a moment to remove them completely and work on the button of hers. She dives for my lips, kissing me while I undress her and making me forget where we are and why.

      It’s our first time after a year. I’m not going to take her against the wall. It takes willpower to grab her wrists and pull her hands away from me. She lets me, trusting me even when I put space between us. I take another moment, this time to visually reacquaint myself with her body. She’s wearing a matching set of purple underwear. The purple color matches the color on her lips. Plum has always looked good on her. I drink her in from her head to her toes, missing nothing, especially not the small, round scar on her side. The sight of that scar burns into my brain like a branding iron. It hurts me more than a bullet ever can.

      “Hey,” she says, reaching for me. “I’m here.”

      I lift my gaze from the scar to her face, emotions playing havoc in my gut. She told me only once she loved me, and it was right before I’d gotten her shot.

      “Cas.”

      Knowing what I need, she wraps her arms around my waist and burrows her head under my chin. I fold my arms around her, holding on for life. Holding on for forever. I can’t lose her again.

      Kissing me gently, she walks me backward to the bedroom. When the back of my legs hit the bed, I lift her into my arms. She wraps her legs around me without breaking our kiss, keeping that point of contact I need, giving me the reassurance she’s not going anywhere. Never again.

      I sit, holding her in my lap. We’re wearing too many clothes. I want to press every inch of her naked skin against mine. She eases up a little, tearing her mouth from mine to take a breath. I let her breathe for a couple of seconds before chasing after her lips like a kite lifting to a breeze. When I finally catch her mouth again, I unclasp the bra at her back and brush the straps from her shoulders, taking special care with her injured side. The cups fall free, baring her perfect tits. I pull the straps from her arms and go for my prize, kissing each nipple and tasting them with my tongue. Fuck, I missed kissing her tits. They were made for my mouth and my hands.

      We grind our groins together, initiating a mating dance as old as time itself. It comes naturally for us, this dance of give and take. It’s not about procreating or simple lust. It’s more than fucking or having sex. Not even making love is enough to describe it. It goes even deeper than that. It goes soul-deep. She’s the girl I want to wake up with for the rest of my life. She’s the partner I want by my side, but she’s so much more than that. She’s the missing link in the chain that holds me together.

      There was a time, in this very bed, when the roles were reversed and I was the one who bore the stitches. We both have scars, but they heal when we’re together. When we’re in each other’s arms, they become just that—flesh bearing evidence of suffering, but it’s just flesh. The feelings in our hearts haven’t changed. We belong together, like Adam and Eve.

      Yet I’ve never told her that. I’ve never told her she means more than every word I’ve inked on my skin.

      Cupping her face, I turn us over. I look into her eyes as I pin her body underneath mine. “I love you, Cas. Only you. Always.”

      A smile flirts with her lips. “It took you long enough.”

      That’s where she’s wrong. “I’ve always loved you, from the very first moment.”

      Threading her fingers through my hair, she pulls me down for another kiss. I deliver gladly. For the first time in my life, I feel pride. Real pride, not the shallow kind of satisfaction you get from winning a bet or fixing a stubborn generator, but the kind you feel as a man when the most beautiful, strongest woman ever created loves you.

      I kiss my way down her body, grazing my lips around the gauze on her shoulder and over the hole that has mended in her side. She’s been extremely lucky. Maybe God had mercy because he made her with a weak heart and decided to save her not once but twice. Whatever the case, I’d rather take a bullet in the heart than let anyone shoot at her ever again.

      “Ian,” she says, moving under me, dragging me back from my dark thoughts to the moment.

      I trace the scar Ruben’s bullet had left one last time with a thumb, imprinting its embossed feel and shape into my heart before I kiss her stomach and hook my fingers into the elastic of her thong. I drag the scrap of lace over her hips slowly, unwrapping her like she’s my belated Christmas gift. She still waxes, leaving only a landing strip. I pull the thong down her pale thighs and free her legs before spreading them. It’s been too long since I tasted her.

      One lick, and I’m lost. She’s wet for me. Just for me. She lifts her hips as I part her with my tongue and swipe the tip over her clit. She grips my hair and keeps my mouth where she wants it, but this is happening at my pace. Taking her wrists, I plant them at her sides and go back to licking my treat. I take my time, until she squirms and moans.

      When she says, “Please,” I fuck her with my tongue. It only takes a few pumps and a hard suck on her clit for her to come. Clamping her legs around my face, she climaxes in my mouth, giving me those sexy sounds I missed so much. I lick her through her aftershocks until her thighs quake and she fights to get away.

      I make quick work of getting rid of the last piece of clothing, the last barrier between us. Naked, I crawl back over her and angle my hips between her thighs. I don’t bother with a condom. We don’t need one. Bracing a palm next to her face, I lift on one elbow so I don’t crush her with my weight and grip the base of my cock in my other hand. I shiver with anticipation when I drag the head over her folds, lubricating the crest with her arousal. She wraps a hand around my nape as I align our bodies and drive home.

      There’s no time for gentle. I’ve been withholding for too long. I want to go slowly but she’s wet and tight, sucking me deeper. I don’t kiss her. I want to see her eyes. I want to see what she feels when I pull out and sink balls-deep again. I drown in the little noises she makes when I start moving. She rocks with me, matching my pace. Her gasps are soft and sweet. There’s something pure and ethereal about those sounds. I watch and listen, sinking a little deeper and drowning a little more in senses and feelings.

      She rakes her nails over my back. The bite of pain almost makes me come. I grind my teeth, holding out for as long as I can. She brushes a palm over the tattoo I got to eternalize in ink the way I love her, tracing the petals of the flowers on my shoulder. I don’t want this to end, but already pleasure twists around my insides, roping me in.

      A few more thrusts and I come so hard I see stars. Between ejaculating and flying higher than a helium balloon, I slip a hand between our bodies and take care of her pleasure. She follows seconds later like a tail burning after a comet in a midnight sky. Her sparks draw pictures of happily-ever-afters in the dying embers of my fire. Behind my closed eyes, I see the infinity signs Leon and I drew as children with burning sticks in winter nights. If you wave the stick fast enough, it makes a picture, an uninterrupted loop. The red coal on the glowing end of the stick would draw pictures in the dark for as long as we could keep up the movement. I’m not planning on dropping the stick, not in forever and certainly not when we’re facing Wolfe.

      My phone pings from the lounge.

      Speak of the devil.

      Regretfully, I pull out. “Don’t move.”

      I go to the bathroom, open the faucet, and wet a facecloth when the water runs warm. Cas waits obediently. I kneel between her legs and clean up the spillage. The euphoria of our lovemaking doesn’t last long. It’s replaced with survival instinct and the habitual adrenaline that comes before a fight.

      I kiss the juncture of her legs and close her thighs. Unable to resist, I kiss her stomach, nipples, and lastly her lips. Taking her hands, I pull her into a sitting position. She winces.

      Concern eats into my gut. “You okay?”

      “It’s nothing.” Her smile comes easily. “Every now and then the stitches pull a little.”

      “It’s a normal sensation. It should go away when they start to dissolve.”

      She wraps her arms around her knees. “I’m good.”

      Outwardly, she appears calm, but her hands tremble a little when she checks the time on her watch.

      Roughly an hour must’ve passed. It’s too soon for Wolfe to arrive. Still, I prefer to be ready.

      I don’t rush her. I run a shower and wash her hair and body. I take my time with her, using the warm water and a massage to help calm and relax her. I need this too. I need this time with her.

      When the water runs cold, I wrap a towel around her, pat her dry, and wring the water from her hair. Taking more time, I brush out the long strands and dry them with the hairdryer. She watches me in the mirror with her lip caught between her teeth as I drop the towel from around my waist and walk to the bedroom. She follows quietly, clutching the towel between her breasts.

      I take a clean bra and thong from the open suitcase on the floor and hand them to her. “We better get dressed.”

      After finding clean clothes for myself, I pull on a pair of boxer shorts. Leaving her to get on with the task of dressing, I go to the lounge and pick up my jeans from the floor. I retrieve my phone from the pocket and read the alert. The tracer is tracking Wolfe’s movements. It’s set to send warnings at certain distances.

      Cas leans in the doorframe, dressed in her underwear. She doesn’t ask. She waits.

      “Get ready,” I say. “He’s less than an hour away.”
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      My chest is tight as I pull on a pair of jeans and a green camo T-shirt while Ian checks what the bug has recorded via an app on his phone.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “It’s Mint who called Wolfe. His shop assistant used a spare key to unlock the door.”

      I thought I knew fear after everything Ian had put me through. That doesn’t come close to the fear flowing like poison through my veins as I tie my sneakers.

      Ian is tense. His movements are fluid but hurried as he drags a matching camo T-shirt over his head and fits a pair of jeans. While he pulls on his boots, I check the chamber of my gun and drop a couple of boxes of bullets into my backpack.

      He does the same. After preparing his bag, he hands me two pills with a glass of water. I don’t need the pills, but I understand why he’s giving them to me. Precaution. When I’ve swallowed them, he zips open my backpack and drops the pills inside.

      Giving the bag a pat after closing it, he says, “Let’s go.”

      The order rushes in my ears. It pounds with my heart in my temples as I follow him to the lounge. We shovel down sandwiches and bananas while packing up and cleaning the cabin. No one will even know we’ve been here. Ian’s plan is to dump Wolfe’s body in the gorge where the vultures will pick it apart. The hyenas will take care of the bones. A shiver runs over me at the cold-blooded thought.

      “Hey,” he says, touching my cheek. “It’s him or us.”

      I want to say it’s not what I’m thinking, but he knows me well.

      He pulls me closer and kisses my lips. “We’ll be fine.”

      I try to smile. “I know.”

      “If you have doubts about—”

      “I don’t.”

      It’s too late. We’ve come this far. I robbed Mint, and Wolfe is on his way.

      Ian studies me for another moment. I don’t want him to regret involving me. This isn’t the time to be weak.

      Squaring my shoulders, I say, “I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

      Spearing his fingers through his hair, he walks to the window and stares out at nothing.

      “Ian.”

      He looks at me from over his shoulder.

      “I’m ready,” I say again.

      He gives a tight nod. The resigned look on his face says like me, he realizes it’s too late. We’re in this together. There’s only one way forward.

      I take a bottle of water and my phone while he puts the tablet on the island counter and plays the recording we made last night. Our voices are loud. We’re arguing. The recording is fifteen minutes long and set to play on a continuous loop. We tested the sound last night to make sure our voices are audible through the closed windows and door.

      The guard has already done his rounds this morning. He’s not coming back until tonight. There’s little chance he’ll hear the voices coming from inside the cabin.

      I holster my gun and swing my backpack over my good shoulder. I can’t fit it onto my back yet. With the stitches, the strap bothers the wounds. Ian pushes his pistol into the back of his waistband, grabs his backpack, and goes outside ahead of me. I keep vigilant as he locks the door with the same tool he used to pick the lock. Taking care to walk on the grass so we don’t leave muddy shoe prints on the concrete path, we make our way to a cluster of macadamia trees behind the cabin.

      He takes my backpack and lifts me into one of the trees. Head tilted back, he waits until I’ve climbed onto a branch obscured by the dense leaves before handing me the backpack. I sling it over one of the branches next to me. When I’m straddling the branch with my back braced against the trunk, he jogs toward the gorge to check the alarms. He set up motion detectors in a one-kilometer-radius. We’ll know when Wolfe is near.

      I check my watch and count the minutes. It feels like an hour before he returns.

      “All set,” he says quietly when he reaches the tree in which I’m hiding.

      He chooses the tree closest to mine, grabs a branch, and pulls himself up. He’d cut some of the branches facing my hiding spot yesterday so I can see him if he needs to communicate with hand signals. From the outside perimeter, we’re hidden behind the leaves. He gives me a thumbs-up sign at which we both switch off our phones.

      There’s nothing left to do but to wait. If everything goes as planned, Wolfe will come looking for us at the hideout we used when Ian was last in Rustenburg. Since Wolfe didn’t report us, only he and Hackman know about the cabin. It’s an obvious hiding place, too obvious, but we’re bargaining on Wolfe believing that’s why we’ll be here, because we think it too obvious for him to suspect we’ll use it again.

      Sweat trickles between my shoulder blades and down my cleavage. The bark of the branch digs into my ass. Keeping my balance is tricky. After a few minutes, my muscles cramp. I move a little. The branches rustle. Ian holds his finger to his lips, motioning for me to be quiet.

      A line of ants march along the side of the branch. Some of them venture off their path, climbing over my leg. A stinging pinch nips me in the side. The burn makes me gasp. I swat at the cause of the pain, almost toppling to the ground. Gripping the trunk behind me, I manage to balance myself. When I’m certain I won’t fall, I lift the hem of my shirt. My skin sports a red mark. An ant bite.

      As I’m inspecting the cause of the sting, another ant makes it past the waistband of my jeans. I flick it off.

      Ian gives me a worried look. He mouths, “What?”

      I shake my head, indicating I’m fine.

      Another ant bites just as Ian checks his phone and holds up a finger.

      Shit.

      That’s the signal. Wolfe just set off the alarm. He’s one kilometer away.

      I brush off the ants, using one hand to grip the branch above me for balance. The leaves shake and swish. I’m making noise, but I better get rid of the little buggers before Wolfe is close enough to notice the disturbance in the tree.

      Pulling myself up with one arm, I sweep my feet over the branch to kick off as many of the ants as I can. When I don’t spot any more, I settle back down on my perch. A few leaves flitter to the ground as my movement shakes the branches around me. I follow Ian’s example, taking my gun from my holster and flicking off the safety. Finally, the leaves and twigs still.

      A hawk calls from the mountaintop. Our heated voices drift from the cabin, spoiling the peaceful chirp of the birds in the Acacia trees. My heart thumps in my chest, the sound louder in my ears than any other. A branch cracks. I freeze. The thumping in my chest reaches a crescendo. I don’t dare to move for the fear of making a sound. I don’t breathe. I keep my gaze trained on Ian. His expression is alert but calm. He’s sitting as still as a statue on his branch, his gun clutched in his hand. His quiet confidence grounds me.

      Leaves crunch close by. Pinching my eyes shut, I reach for courage from deep within. My lungs burn from holding my breath. I don’t have a choice but to drag air into my lungs. My breaths turn erratic as my heart protests about the stress. Instead of inhaling noisily through my nose, I breathe through my mouth.

      The leaves that had fallen under the tree with all my jostling scrunches under a sole. A black dress shoe appears in my vision. A blond head follows. Wolfe. He’s keeping low, creeping right underneath me with a Glock aimed in front of him.

      The green leaves on the grass are a dead giveaway. Green leaves don’t fall by themselves. If Wolfe notices them, he’ll look up. I keep my weapon aimed at his head. With how much strain the simple act of breathing is putting on my body, it takes enormous effort to keep my hand steady. I tighten my finger on the trigger when Wolfe advances another step. Ian gives me a small shake of his head. My heart beats in my throat as I wait for Wolfe to spot the leaves, but he’s obviously not a good tracker. His attention is fixed on the cabin.

      I have a good shot. I can pull the trigger now. The only thing preventing me from doing so is the promise I made to Ian, that I’d let him lead. A ship doesn’t have more than one captain. I promised Ian my trust, and I give it as I wait for his signal. Yet he doesn’t move. He sits immobile as Wolfe moves in a crouched position under his tree.

      Do it. Give me the signal, Ian.

      Wolfe moves toward the side of the cabin, and still Ian doesn’t make a move. A few more steps, and the opportunity is lost. I don’t question Ian’s decision. I don’t distract him by being rebellious. I continue to give him my trust. That’s what he needs to execute this mission. That’s how his gang operated successfully. They trusted each other. Until I came along and screwed it all up. Blinking sweat from my eyes, I suppress the thought as quickly as it has formed. What happened, happened. Harping on it won’t change anything. It certainly doesn’t help me to focus.

      Wolfe sneaks around the cabin, looking through the windows. As we pulled the curtains, he can’t see inside. After doing a round, he stops at the door. Ian lifts a hand, motioning for me to wait. Will Wolfe kick down the door? Will he shoot open the lock and barge inside, hoping to empty his pistol in our bodies?

      He looks around, searching for something. When he spots the brick structure of the barbecue next to the cabin, he runs over and takes a thick, long branch from the firewood stacked under the barbecue.

      What is he planning on doing with that?

      I soon find out when he plants it between the door handle and the ground, barring the door. He thinks he’s trapped us inside. I expect many things, for him to break a window or shoot through the glass, but not the lighter he pulls from his pocket. The thatch roof stretches low over the corners of the cabin. He first lights the corner on the left and then the one on the right.

      Nothing burns like dry grass. In no time, flames leap up the sides of the roof. His plan isn’t to smoke us out. No. His plan is to burn us alive. That’s why he barred the door.

      Stepping back, he studies his work as the whole roof catches fire. It goes fast. The cabin will be ashes in a matter of minutes. The noise of the flames and the grass groaning underneath the heat drown out the recording of our voices. He steps back farther, probably avoiding the heat. He’s planning on staying there, making sure we don’t get out.

      With Wolfe’s gaze trained on the rapidly spreading fire, Ian slithers down the tree, lithe and quiet like a snake. In five long strides, he’s behind Wolfe, the barrel of his gun pushed against the back of Wolfe’s head. Wolfe jerks. He freezes.

      “Drop it,” Ian says.

      Wolfe’s arms stand wide at his sides, the Glock clutched in his right hand, but he doesn’t drop it. He knows he’s a dead man. Instead, he throws back an elbow. Ian is fast, jumping to the side and avoiding the blow. In the second Ian is distracted, Wolfe spins around. A scream is trapped in my throat. I let go of my hold on the branch, dropping to my feet at the same time a shot rings out. Wolfe stumbles a step. He drops the Glock on the ground. The barrel of Ian’s gun is smoking. Blood drips from Wolfe’s wrist, which hangs limp at his side.

      I run with everything I’ve got while pointing my pistol at Wolfe in case he has another weapon. When I reach them, out of breath, the two men are facing each other in a hateful stare-off with the flames reaching for the heaven behind them.

      Wolfe grinds his teeth and cradles his bleeding wrist against his chest.

      Ian kicks Wolfe’s Glock toward me. “Get his gun.”

      I pick it up without moving my gaze from the men. Wolfe wears a look that scares me. It’s the look of a man who has nothing left to lose.

      “Really, Wolfe?” Ian takes a wide stance. “Did you have to stoop as low as murder? Is that how deep your obsession with nailing me goes?”

      Wolfe winces. Blood drips through his fingers and stains his shirt. “Some sacrifices are necessary for the sake of justice.”

      “Is that what Nick was?” I ask. “A sacrifice?”

      Wolfe snarls. “It’s not as if the world is a worse place without him. Let’s face it. His sad existence isn’t going to be missed. On the contrary, I did his wife a favor. I heard she’s already remarried.”

      “Who made you God?” I ask, perplexed.

      Wolfe laughs. “Look around you. There’s no such thing as a god.”

      I take a step closer, aiming my gun at his stomach. “Why Nick? What were you hoping on achieving by framing Ian?”

      “Nick wasn’t personal,” he says with glee. “He just happened to provide the perfect motive by firing you. Murder always takes priority in the force.”

      In other words his case got a higher priority. That wasn’t all he got out of the murder. He used Nick’s murder to manipulate me by pushing me into a corner. He used it to threaten me with an arrest as an accomplice to murder if I didn’t cooperate. He thought if I believed Ian killed Nick, I’d spy on Ian for him.

      The cabin groans. The top of the roof caves, shooting sparks and smoke into the air.

      Ian pushes the barrel between Wolfe’s eyes. “Who were the two men with you?”

      That’s why Ian didn’t want to me shoot Wolfe on site. He needs answers first.

      “Nobodies,” Wolfe says.

      Ian presses the barrel harder, making Wolfe’s head jerk back. “I want names.”

      “I don’t know their names.” Wolfe cracks his neck. “I picked them up in a casual workers lineup.”

      “Where?” Ian asks.

      “Where unemployed men gather outside the building sites in the hope of getting work for the day.”

      Ian narrows his eyes. “What did you tell them?”

      “Nothing. I offered them a grand each. For a grand, they were only too happy to keep their mouths shut.”

      “Where are they now?” Ian asks.

      “On the bottom of the dam.”

      “I could’ve forgiven you for framing me, but accusing Cas as an accomplice?” The fire raging at Wolfe’s back reflects in Ian’s brown eyes. “Risking her life to spy on me?”

      “So what?” Wolfe laughs. “You’re going to pull the trigger? You’ve always been a piece of shit thief, but we both know you’re not a killer. You don’t have it in you.”

      A smile spreads over Ian’s face. “That’s where you’re wrong, Wolfe. It’s always been inside me. For all the years you chased me, I managed to keep that part of me in check until I lost the only thing that mattered.”

      Wolfe’s laugh dries up. His grin slips.

      “I’ve killed for her before,” Ian continues. “What’s one more?”

      I step up. “You forget one thing. Wolfe is mine.”

      Wolfe drags his gaze toward me. “You were always in cahoots with them.”

      “You manipulated me for your own, selfish agenda,” I say. “You had no right to put me in the position you did.”

      He licks his lips. “I call your bluff, Blondie. The evidence you hold over my head was never going anywhere, just as neither of you is going to shoot me. If you think justice will be served by turning me in, think again. The SIU doesn’t admit weakness. They’ll sweep the incident under the carpet and put double the men on your asses. You’ll end up in maximum security, and you won’t live longer than a week. The SIU have means of taking care of criminals in jail. Give yourself up and I’ll cut you a deal. I’ll transfer you to the Cape Town correctional service and ensure your safety.”

      “You must really think I’m stupid,” Ian says. “Sorry, Wolfe, no deal.”

      The look of desperation on Wolfe’s face turns into one of hopelessness. Before I can blink, he jumps, tackling me to the ground. For a man with an injured hand he’s surprisingly strong. We roll over the grass, a flurry of trees, sky, and flames passing in my vision. The sharp blades of the polls stab through my T-shirt as I come to a stop on my back. Wolfe presses the elbow of his injured arm on my throat and reaches for something in the back of his waistband. I’ve dropped his Glock, only clinging to my own gun, but it’s trapped between our bodies. The blade of a knife flashes above me when he lifts his arm.

      Pop.

      Red dots my vision. Blood splatters over my face and neck.

      Wolfe goes still. His body turns slack on mine. I fight for air and to free myself of the dead weight bleeding on top of me. Ian’s face appears above, his expression a mask of fury. Grabbing Wolfe’s arm, he flings his body aside. I grapple for purchase, struggling to my feet.

      “You’re fine,” Ian says, taking my elbows to steady me.

      I wipe a hand over my face. It’s wet. Ian stares at me quietly, his tanned face pale.

      I look at the body lying in the grass. Ian shot him through the temple, blowing his brains out the other side.

      Cupping my face against his chest, he says in a tight voice, “Don’t look.”

      I push away. “He was supposed to be mine. I was supposed to pull the trigger.”

      He pulls off his T-shirt and rubs at the wetness on my face. “Did you really think I’d let you dirty your hands?” He chuckles. “Told you, that’s me.” His tone softens. “How are you doing?”

      Pushing his hands away, I say, “I’m good. We better get moving. The guards will see the smoke. We don’t have much time.”

      “I’ll take care of him,” he says, motioning at Wolfe’s body. “Go get your bag.”

      As I run to the tree, I hear a sound above the noise of the fire. A siren. Stopping in my tracks, I spin around and look at Ian. No, not a siren. Many sirens.

      Shit.

      We both turn our heads in the direction of the road. Blue lights are visible through the trees. There must be at least five cars. They’re already inside the property, less than a kilometer away.

      Ian stares at me, his face hard and his body rigid. Determination sets over his features. He pulls his blood-stained T-shirt with jerky movements over his head, snatches up Wolfe’s Glock, and sprints to where I stand frozen under the tree.

      “Listen to me,” he says, cupping my face with a gun in each hand. “We’ve got to run for the helicopter. We can make it.”

      “What about the body?” Ian took the Glock that has my fingerprints on it, but what if I left other DNA like a hair behind?

      He shakes me gently. “That doesn’t matter now.” He shoves the guns into the back of his waistband, hoists himself onto a branch, and grabs my backpack.

      I catch it when he drops it.

      “Come on, Cas,” he says, jumping to the ground. “Stay behind me.”

      Turning toward the gorge, he starts running. I follow in his footsteps, keeping as close to him as I can. He’s not running at full speed, but the distance grows between us no matter how much effort I put into it. It hurts to breathe. My heart flutters in my chest, threatening to go on another strike.

      It’s futile. I can’t keep up.

      By the time we reach the river, my lungs are burning. I’m breathing hard, feeling dizzy from the lack of oxygen. There’s no way I’ll make the climb to the top of the waterfall.

      Ian stops and turns around. Shouting sounds from the direction of the cabin. He gives me one look before running back and lifting me over his shoulder. The path is narrow and rocky. It’s difficult enough keeping your balance while running, let alone with a weight thrown over your shoulder. My body jostles. It hurts my wound. A sense of suffocation sweeps over me. Panic sets in. My lungs threaten to quit.

      The backpack shifts from my shoulder and hits the ground. He stops.

      “Leave it,” I say.

      “Your pills.”

      My voice sounds as weak as I feel. “Ian, wait.”

      At my tone, he stills.

      “Put me down,” I beg. “I can’t breathe.”

      He lowers me to the ground, framing my face and searching my eyes as he says, “You can make it, baby doll.”

      I can’t. The lost expression on his face says he knows the truth as well as I do.

      He shakes his head, denying the facts staring us in the face. “I’ll carry you.”

      The path is steep. There’s a rocky ledge where you need to hold on with both hands. He can’t carry me and climb to the top.

      “Ian.” I take his hands and move them away from my face. “Go. Run.”

      His features harden. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Please, I beg you.” He’s fit and in shape. He can easily run up the gorge and get to the helicopter before the cops catch up with him.

      “You’re coming with me,” he says.

      Squeezing his hands, I say what he won’t admit. “I’m not going to make it. Go. Don’t let them catch you. You owe me at least that much.”

      “No.” He pulls his hands free to wipe a thumb over my cheek. “I’m not abandoning you.”

      The words he uttered on the night he kidnapped me runs through my head. He said he’d fight tooth and nail for me, that he’d kill to keep me safe. There are five cars out there, and God only knows how many cops. He doesn’t stand a chance. They’ll kill him.

      “Ian.” I start to cry. “Don’t do this.”

      “Shh.” He sits down next to me and throws an arm around my shoulder. “I’m here.”

      My tears flow faster. “Please don’t let them kill you. I can’t live if they do. Do you understand?”

      The light in his eyes is soft as he kisses the top of my head. “Better than you can ever know.”

      The shouting comes from closer. Barking. They brought tracker dogs.

      “Then go,” I say. “Please.”

      His face is resigned when he throws the Glock and his gun into the river. When he holds out his palm, I give him my gun. He throws that into the water too. He watches me, offering me courage with a tender smile as the barking becomes louder and blue uniforms appear through the vegetation on the path.

      Holding my gaze, he gets onto his knees and puts his hands behind his head. The stance breaks my heart. Ian is strong and proud. Kneeling doesn’t become him.

      The cops clear the bend.

      “There they are!”

      “Get down! Get down now!”

      Weapons are aimed at us from all directions. The dogs strain in their leashes.

      “Don’t shoot,” Ian says. “We’re unarmed.”

      A man in civilian clothes pushes to the front. “Lie down with your hands behind your head, you motherfucking cop killer.”

      Hackman.

      “Get down,” one of the cops in uniform yells at me.

      “Do as they say,” Ian says, lying down in the dirt.

      I lower myself to the ground, watching Ian’s face as someone grabs my arms.

      Hackman steps on Ian’s shoulder, holding him down as one of the cops pulls his arms behind his back and slams handcuffs onto his wrists.

      The smile Ian gives me doesn’t slip. He doesn’t look away from me as they drag him to his feet. There’s no regret in his eyes when they press a gun barrel between his shoulder blades. The heat in those brown pools tells me the words he doesn’t say out loud. He doesn’t regret kissing me or being inside me. He’s not sorry he took me. If given another chance, he’d do it again. I hold onto his gaze, onto that knowledge, willing it to give me strength as they push him down the path and bark out orders.

      “Walk!”

      He stumbles, looking back at me.

      “Face in front!”

      A firetruck sounds in the distance.

      Someone pulls me to my feet. I grit my teeth at the pain as my injured shoulder almost dislocates from the force. I hold onto what little strength I have left, not for me, but for the man I love. I die ten times over as they lead him back to the road, handcuffed and powerless. Seeing him like this hurts like seeing a lion chased into a camp to be canned. It hurts to see the dejected look on his handsome face when they push him into the back of a police car. It hurts to see the elusive, untouchable Ian Hart surrender.
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      The police drive me to the station in Rustenburg and locks me in the only holding cell. They took Cas in a different car.

      An hour has passed.

      My guess is they’re interrogating her in the office. They’ll get her statement first before coming for mine. That’s how it works. They’ll tell me she confessed to put pressure on me to do the same. They’ll tell me she’ll testify against me and how that will go down in court. It’s a game of manipulation, playing us off against each other in the hope of getting an admission of guilt.

      The cell is a concrete room with a narrow window close to the ceiling. The only furniture is a wooden bench. The window is fitted with iron bars. The door is metal. Unbreakable. They searched me and took my belt and shoes before throwing me inside. I have no weapons and nothing I can use to pick the lock. Even if I managed to pick the lock, an armed cop is stationed on the other side.

      I pace the floor, concern about Cas eating me alive. She’s spent more time inside a police station than what she should’ve, courtesy of me. I hope to God she’s all right. I don’t doubt she can stand up for herself. That pretty, frail woman is stronger than most men I know. She’s strong where it matters, in spirit and heart. What I’m worried about is her health and how they’re treating her. If they lay their goddamn hands on her, I swear, behind bars or not, I’ll find a way to kill them all.

      The sun pulls into a four o’clock position in the sky. It’s like an oven inside with the window that can’t open. Dark patches stain the armpits of my T-shirt. The front is smeared red from wiping Cas’s face clean of blood. In my mind’s eye, I picture her with the blood that splattered on her porcelain skin and caked in her hair. The image nearly kills me. I was going to make Wolfe go down on his knees and apologize to her, that lousy, no-good, fucking sack of shit. I’m still pissed off that I had to shoot him before I’d gotten a chance to make him crawl.

      A key scrapes in the lock on the other side of the door. The metal squeaks as the door swings open. Hackman stands on the threshold. When Wolfe took Cas in for questioning, I checked which local detective was on the case. Wolfe was with the head office in Pretoria, but Hackman is born and bred in Rustenburg.

      I measure the detective. Wolfe was shady, but according to Hackman’s record, he’s always done everything by the book. That was until he teamed up with Wolfe.

      “Sit,” Hackman says, pointing at the bench.

      The order isn’t given for my comfort but for his safety. I walk over and sit, bracing my back against the wall and spreading my legs.

      Hackman enters, followed by an armed cop. Another cop carries a chair and small desk inside before exiting and locking the door behind him.

      “If you try anything funny, he’ll shoot you in the head,” Hackman says, throwing a thumb at the cop who stands at attention in front of the door. “No questions asked.” He sneers as if he’d rather shoot me than interrogate me. “Is that clear?”

      I wipe my sweat-damp hair from my face and give him a smile just to rattle his cage. “Crystal.”

      He motions at the camera in the corner of the ceiling. “Everything is recorded.”

      My smile turns broader. “Naturally.”

      Clenching his teeth, he sits in the chair and slams a writing pad on the desk. “We already took Ms. Joubert’s statement. It’s in your interest to cooperate. She confessed everything.”

      Everything is broad and vague. I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “How is she doing?”

      He glares at me.

      “She has a heart condition,” I say.

      “I’m aware.” He purses his lips and says after a beat, “She’s fine.”

      I nod. Good. That settles my most pressing worry.

      “Care to explain how she miraculously came back from dead?” he asks. “It’ll be interesting to hear your side of the story.”

      I don’t reply.

      “Faking a death certificate is a very serious crime, but it comes nowhere near to murdering a high-ranking detective.”

      When I still don’t take the bait, he folds his hands on the table. “Come on, Hart. You know how this works.”

      “Actually, I don’t.” I flash him another smile. “It’s my first arrest. Congratulations. You caught the notorious Phantom gang leader. This is a feather in your cap, Detective Hackman.”

      At the mention of his name, his nostrils flare.

      “I imagine a promotion is in the cards,” I continue. “What are they offering you? SIU? Maybe they’ll even let you choose. I hear the Cape Town office is a sought-after placement.”

      His bony shoulders go rigid. “You did your homework.”

      I shrug. “I wanted to know who was terrorizing my girl.”

      He blinks. Guilty. Turning toward the cop stationed at the door, he says, “Go grab Mr. Hart a cup of coffee. I have a feeling he’ll talk more freely with caffeine in his body. Won’t you, Mr. Hart?”

      “Yes,” I drawl, playing along.

      The cop raps on the door. When it’s opened, he leaves. The key scrapes in the lock on the other side.

      “Don’t try anything,” Hackman says. “You won’t get out alive.”

      “Don’t worry.” My smile is mocking. “I’m well aware of the fact.” I’m not planning on getting myself killed. It’s not in Cas’s interest that I die.

      He takes his phone from his pocket and barks out a command to cut the camera recording. He couldn’t have given a stronger admittance of guilt.

      Putting away his phone, he says, “We have privacy. Talk.”

      “Did you agree with Wolfe’s methods?” I ask, scrutinizing his face.

      He blinks again before pulling his face into a scowl. “I’m asking the questions.”

      I steeple my fingers. “I was just wondering. How did you know things were going down at the cabin?”

      His lip curls. “You have a hearing problem. I said I’m the one asking the questions.”

      “Here’s how it’s going to work.” I lean back again, slumping against the wall. “You give me something, and I give you something. Simple.”

      His jaw bunches as he grinds his teeth. “You’re going down for murder.”

      “Am I? No one saw me shoot Wolfe. You don’t have a murder weapon. You’re building a case on assumptions, Detective Hackman.”

      From the way he clenches his hands into fists, I know Cas didn’t confess anything. She didn’t give them shit. He was bluffing.

      After a moment, he says, “Fine. I want to know what Detective Wolfe was doing out there by himself.”

      “I’ll tell you when you’ve answered my question. How did you know things were going down at the Kloof?”

      He sighs. “Mr. Mint Visser reported a robbery. He said Ms. Joubert held him at gunpoint and stole a bag of diamonds from his safe. When a guard at the Kloof reported a fire, I thought it strange that there would be a fire a few hours after a major robbery at the very place you once used as a hideout.”

      “And you decided to check it out.”

      “Yes. Your turn. What was Detective Wolfe doing there on his own?”

      I cross my arms. “Didn’t Mr. Visser tell you?”

      “He said he called Detective Wolfe to alert him to Ms. Joubert’s visit.”

      I tap a finger on my nose. “But you smelled a rat. You knew there was more to it.”

      “I told you what you wanted to know. What the hell is going on, Hart?”

      Sucking air through my teeth, I consider him. “I need to know one more thing. Why did you go along with Wolfe’s plan to let Cas spy on me?”

      He shifts on his seat.

      “You know how this will look for you if that information gets out,” I say. “What you did was illegal. It may spoil your chances of making SIU after all. Retirement in Cape Town will definitely not be an option.”

      He glances at the door. “I was against it.”

      “Is that why you said nothing when Wolfe made the ridiculous proposal? Oh, wait. It wasn’t a proposal. He blackmailed and threatened Cas into complying. You didn’t give her a choice.”

      He pulls at his tie. “Look, I didn’t like it, but Wolfe was a big shot detective, and I was—” He hesitates. “I was intimidated.” He adds hastily, “At first.”

      “What happened?” I drawl. “Did your conscience catch up with you?”

      His face goes red. “You said you’d cooperate if I told you what you wanted to know. I’ll be damned if I sit here and let myself be interrogated and judged by a fucking cop killer.”

      “Calm down, Hackman. You look like you’re going to have a heart attack. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      He holds up a finger. “If this is some kind of sick game—”

      “This is far from a game.”

      “I’ll go along with whatever this is—for now—but know this. If you’re playing with me, I’ll make sure they put both you and your girlfriend in isolation when they lock you up for as long as you live.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s illegal too,” I taunt.

      Splaying his crow-like fingers over the desk, he leans in. “True, but who’s going to find out? That’s the beauty of being in isolation. You have no one to complain to.”

      I chuckle. “Threatening me won’t get you anywhere, Detective. On the contrary, if you pull Wolfe’s stunts, you can walk out of here right now and hope for the best. I assure you, I have a damn good lawyer.”

      “Not even the best lawyer in the world can get you out of this one. You’ll both serve.”

      “For theft maybe. You’re yet to prove we’re guilty of murder.”

      He pounds a fist on the desk. “After Ms. Joubert went missing, I told Detective Wolfe I wasn’t making any more moves that could come back and bite us in the ass. In any event, I was only involved in the crimes that happened in my area. The minute Ms. Joubert slipped through our fingers, Detective Wolfe went back to head office and carried on with his case. I followed his progress to see if any new evidence about the heist on Sun City or the murder of the bank manager came up, but all I got was a nasty suspicion that Detective Wolfe was hiding something.”

      After the long speech, he sucks in a breath. “There. I’ve given you what you wanted. I won’t ask you again. Why did Detective Wolfe go alone to the cabin? Why didn’t he call for backup?”

      I have a good sixth sense for bullshit. That’s not what Hackman is feeding me. Good, because what I have in mind won’t work if I’m faced with a dirty cop. If I’m to pull this off, I need someone who plays by the rules.

      “You know what I think?” he asks. “I think you set a trap for Detective Wolfe. Ms. Joubert stole the diamonds, knowing Mr. Visser would call Detective Wolfe. Detective Wolfe told Mr. Visser not to call the local police because he’d handle it. Only, Detective Wolfe didn’t call in the robbery. Luckily for me, Mr. Visser was way too concerned about his diamonds to trust only one detective to get them back. He called the police station and reported the theft. Clearly, you wanted Detective Wolfe to come after you. That’s why you went back to the Kloof. What I don’t know is why.”

      Of course, if my phone hadn’t been switched off, I would’ve known Mint had called the local police. The police didn’t find the bug in the shop, otherwise Hackman would’ve mentioned it. If they’re doing their job as well as they should, they’ll find it when they dust for fingerprints and swipe the shop. By then it won’t matter any longer, because Hackman will already know why we planted it.

      Giving him a long look, I say, “You’re right. It was a trap. We were hoping to get Wolfe there alone. You want to know why? Because Wolfe was going to kill us if he’d gotten to us first.”

      He laughs. “You’re crazy.”

      “Cas has incriminating evidence against Wolfe, evidence that won’t only prove my gang innocent of the murder of the bank manager, but Wolfe guilty thereof.”

      He stares at me as if I’m an alien that just crashed through the roof in a spaceship. “That’s one hell of an accusation.”

      “As I said, we have the proof to back it up.”

      “What proof?”

      “A photo from the security camera that was taken on the day of the robbery. The murderer wore SIU cufflinks.”

      He pales. Silences stretches as he digests the information. After another beat, he inhales deeply and exhales through his nose. “If what you say is true, it’s going to cause a shitstorm of epic proportions in the bureau.”

      “Can you handle it?”

      He dips his head and pinches the bridge of his nose. When he looks back at me, he looks more resigned than angry. “Yes.”

      He’s got the kind of face that’s a roadmap to his inner workings. He definitely won’t make a good poker player. His thoughts are written all over his features. They don’t show deceit or pretense. They only show acceptance.

      “What do you want?” he asks, tapping his pen on the desk. “If you’re hoping for a deal, I can’t give you a good one. It’s life imprisonment. You’ll be lucky if you get parole in fifty years.”

      “This is how it’s going to work.” I lean my elbows back on my knees. “I’ll give you a full confession, everything you want to know. I’ll admit every heist and crime I’ve committed, including the murder of Detective Wolfe.”

      He stills his fiddling and drops the pen. “Including the identity of your gang members?”

      “They’re both dead. I’ll confess to killing them too.”

      He fixes me with a greedy stare. “What about your money laundering partners?”

      “No partners. I’m not ratting on anyone but myself. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”

      He shifts to the edge of his seat. “What do you want in return?”

      “Cas walks free. No arrest. No record.”

      “That’s a tall order, Hart. She faked her own death, stole diamonds worth millions, and was involved in the murder of a cop.”

      “First of all, she didn’t pull the trigger. Secondly, stealing the diamonds was my idea. I carry full responsibility for that. You and I both know the only reason she’s here is because I dragged her into this mess. I kidnapped her, not once but three times. Four if you count this time. She’s been innocent from the start. Wolfe shot the bank manager to blackmail Cas with arresting her as an accomplice to murder. He used the murder to get a higher priority on my case. Cas ran because you didn’t give her a choice. She got shot because I was stupid enough not to see it coming. She let me and the world believe she was dead because being alive was too dangerous. She discovered the evidence that incriminates Wolfe by chance. She used it to blackmail him when he came after us. That’s why Wolfe came alone. He was hoping to prevent us from talking for good. We were a risk he couldn’t take.” I give him a moment to absorb the facts. “She never deserved any of this. Let her go and I’ll give you what you really want—me.”

      Drumming his fingers on the desk, he considers my offer for all of two seconds. “I want my name kept out of Detective Wolfe’s conduct where Ms. Joubert is concerned.”

      “I can live with that.” I won’t forgive him for his part in threatening Cas, but I need him to guarantee her freedom. I need him to pull it off.

      “You have yourself a deal.” He narrows his eyes. “But if you fuck with me…”

      “I’ve never broken my word. I’m not going to start now.”

      He nods. “In that case, we have a long night ahead.”

      “I want her released now.”

      He picks up his phone. “I’ll get someone on it.”

      “No,” I say.

      Hackman frowns.

      “I want you to oversee it.” My words hold an unspoken threat. “I’m keeping you personally responsible.”

      “Fine.” Pressing his palms on the desk, he pushes to his feet. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “I have your word?”

      “You have it.”

      “Before we start,” I say, “I want a shower and a meal, and I want all the photos you took of Cas and me in the pool, every single electronic and hard copy that exists.”

      “The photos aren’t a problem. Wolfe didn’t want them to leak at SIU as long as he could use Cas to get to you. He left them in my possession. The shower will be more problematic. The only way you’re having one is under lock and key. We’ll have to take you to a maximum security correctional facility. The closest one is Pretoria.”

      I nod my agreement.

      Hackman walks to the door and knocks. He gives me a last look before leaving, shutting the door on my freedom forever.
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      Not long after interrogating me, Detective Hackman returns with my backpack. He doesn’t take a seat like earlier. He drops my bag at the corner of the desk and stands there with his arms crossed.

      “I’ll give you one last opportunity to answer,” he says. “Where are the diamonds?”

      “They were in my backpack,” I say for the tenth time, pointing at the bag by his feet. “You confiscated it. You should’ve found them.”

      Impatience sets over his features. “Like I’ve already told you, they’re not in your bag.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. I put them in there. I’m certain.”

      “Maybe you left them in the cabin?”

      “No.” I put emphasis on the denial. “I took them when we left.”

      “Then where are they?” he asks with a scowl.

      I frown. “Maybe they dropped out when I climbed into the tree. They could’ve fallen out while we were running. Come to think of it, Ian carried me for a while. The bag was turned upside-down. At some stage, it fell off my shoulder.”

      “Where was this?”

      “Next to a big Acacia tree on the riverbank, not far from the waterfall.”

      Keeping his gaze fixed on me, he takes his phone from his pocket and dials a number. He keeps on studying me as he waits for the call to connect.

      When the person picks up on the other end of the line, he says, “Comb the path running along the river. Best keep the resort closed until further notice. We don’t want any hikers trampling the path until we’ve turned over every rock and pebble.” After listening to a reply, he continues. “Mr. Visser may certainly not search the area for his stones. Get him the hell out of there—it’s a murder scene, for God’s sake—and check in the grass underneath the trees.”

      He hangs up and puts the phone away. “You’ll have to undergo a body search. A female detective will accompany you.”

      When he opens the door, I get to my feet. “Where is Ian?”

      “In the holding cell.”

      A woman in civilian clothes enters. It’s the woman I saw with Mint when he reported our hijacking.

      She indicates with her arm toward a door on the opposite side of the reception area. “Ms. Joubert, this way please.”

      I follow her to a bathroom. The tiles are chipped, and the mirror is cracked. At least it looks clean.

      She closes the door and says in a business-like tone, “Please remove your clothes. Underwear too.”

      There’s no point in arguing. I expected this. I expect much worse. What’s killing me is not knowing what’s happening to Ian.

      I undress, leaving my clothes on the vanity while she fits a pair of latex gloves.

      After going through every item of clothing, she puts the pile back on the vanity. “You can get dressed now.”

      I pull on my stained clothes with steady hands. I’ve rested long enough for my heartbeat to return to normal. They let me wash my face and hands when we arrived at the station, but I still have blood in my hair. My skin itches under my T-shirt where Wolfe’s blood has dried. I committed crimes. I’m not scared of facing the consequences. What I can’t face is that Ian has been caught because of me. If it wasn’t for me, he would’ve made it to the helicopter and gotten away.

      When I’ve finished dressing, the woman escorts me back to the office where Hackman waits.

      “Nothing,” she says to Hackman. “She’s clean.”

      He nods.

      She leaves with a mumbled, “It’s a pleasure, asshole.”

      Hackman tilts his head toward the door. “You’re free to go.”

      Wait. What? I must’ve heard wrong. “Excuse me?”

      “You can go. We’re done here.”

      I stare at him. “I don’t understand.”

      The corner of his mouth tilts. “Mr. Hart claimed responsibility for the theft and murder.”

      There’s a noise in my head like when you press a sea shell over your ear. “He did what?”

      “We have a statement. We don’t need you any longer.”

      I’m battling to process what he’s saying. “You’re letting me go?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      It doesn’t make sense. “What about my statement?” I haven’t admitted to anything yet, but I’m not letting Ian carry the blame alone. “What about my culpability?”

      He shoves his hands into his pockets and gives me a pointed look. “You’re not culpable, are you? Consider it retribution for the position Detective Wolfe and I put you in.” His smile turns wry. “Anyway, Cassandra Joubert is dead. A dead person can’t be held culpable, Ms. Dreyer.”

      He’s referring to the false ID they found in my backpack. Picking up my bag, he hands it to me.

      I take it automatically. “What about the diamonds?”

      “Frankly, I don’t give a damn about Mr. Visser’s diamonds. From what Mr. Hart told me, I have much bigger problems on my hands.”

      I hug the bag to my chest. “He told you about Detective Wolfe?”

      “Yes.” He blows out a sigh. “After Mr. Hart told me, I checked with the SIU what evidence Detective Wolfe submitted after the murder of Nick Kruger. It turns out Detective Wolfe never handed in the security camera feed or photos from the bank robbery. Apparently, those images disappeared into thin air. They were displaced.” He makes inverted commas with his fingers when he says displaced.

      “However, since I was appointed to the case, I kept a set of copies Detective Wolfe didn’t know about. I verified what Mr. Hart told me. It turns out you’re right about the cufflinks with the SIU logo. They don’t prove anything per se—I can’t prove Detective Wolfe wore them on that day—but they are indeed incriminating.” He sighs again. “I knew he was up to something, but I assure you, I had no idea what his plans were. I carried no knowledge of his visit to Zimbabwe or his reason for going there.”

      “I want to see Ian.”

      “Go, Ms. Dreyer or whoever you decide to become. My advice is to find yourself another country of residence. If I were you, I wouldn’t let too many people know you’re alive.”

      “Mint saw me. So did Olga.”

      “I’ll handle Mr. Visser and his assistant.” He pulls back his shoulders. “Well, then.” He looks as if he may say more, but he turns on his heel and leaves the office without another word.

      I come to my senses when he’s in the reception area. Running after him, I say, “I want to see Ian. He can’t do this. I need to talk to him.”

      Pausing, he shoots me an irritated look from over his shoulder. “We made a deal.”

      A deal? Ian’s freedom for mine. It hits me between the eyes. “No.” I will not be the reason Ian goes to jail. Ian is like me. He needs open space. A jail cell will kill him.

      “You don’t get a choice.” He walks back to me. “Take the offer and try to live your life right. You wouldn’t have been on this path if Ian Hart hadn’t kidnapped you on the night of the Sun City heist.” He takes a key from his pocket and dangles it in my face. “I’ll give you a ride to a hotel where you can clean up.”

      “What do you get out of the deal? Silence about the fact that you were present when Detective Wolfe blackmailed and threatened me and put a bracelet with a tracker on my wrist?”

      He grabs my arm and steers me to the door. “If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut and be grateful to walk free. I agree with Mr. Hart that you were dragged innocently into this. Don’t make me change my mind.” Lowering his voice, he continues. “You’re an unfortunate holiday maker who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, Ms. Dreyer. We’re not laying charges against you.” He lets go of my arm and says with emphasis, “You’re done here. Let’s go.”

      Too dumbfounded to protest, I follow him like a sheep from the station and get into the white Toyota when he opens the door. Frozen in shock and petrified about the implications the deal holds for Ian, I sit like a puppet until he drops me off at a hotel.

      “Do you need money?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      We don’t say goodbye. I get out of the car, hide my hair under my cap, pull a sweater over my dirty T-shirt to hide the blood, and hurry inside. While the receptionist signs me in, I try to process what’s happened. Taking the key without registering the room number, I follow a bellboy to the first floor. He hangs around, explaining how the facilities work. He’s halfway through his demonstration of navigating the television remote when I shove a tip in his hand and ask him to leave.

      Finally alone, I lock the door. Leaning on it, I start to tremble. It takes several breaths to calm myself. I’m too hot, suffocating under layers of clothes. Ripping off the cap, I dump it in the trash. I tear out of the clothes, ripping the lace of my bra in the process. I rush to the shower and turn on the water. When it runs warm, I step under the spray and scrub my body. I rub my skin raw and wash my hair twice until the water runs clear instead of pink.

      After a last rinse-down, I towel myself dry and pull on the change of clothes in my backpack. Brushing out my hair, I contemplate my options. How do I help Ian? What can I do?

      Shit.

      I put aside the hairbrush with a shaky hand and take my phone from my bag. Not knowing who else to call, I dial a number I memorized in Johannesburg.

      It’s not Lina who answers but Damian. “Cas? Is everything all right?”

      I’m tripping over my tongue. “I didn’t want to bother Lina.”

      “She’s giving Josie a bath. What’s going on?”

      I sink down on the bed, resting my forehead in my hand. “Ian has been arrested.” I swallow. “He shot a SIU detective.”

      Damian sounds infuriatingly calm. “I see.”

      “He made a deal. He’s given himself up to guarantee my freedom. We have to do something.”

      Silence.

      “Damian?” I ask as a fresh wave of panic sweeps through me.

      “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.”

      I jump up. “I refuse to accept that.”

      “He obviously knew what he was doing when he made that deal. He wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t what he wanted.”

      Pacing the room, I pull at the roots of my hair. “I’m not letting him take the fall for me.”

      “Cas.”

      His tone makes me stop.

      “If you do something stupid like make a confession,” Damian continues, “you’ll go to jail just like Ian. Don’t let his sacrifice be for nothing.”

      Those words get to me. They punch the air from my lungs. I catch a sob behind my hand. “Do you know a good lawyer?”

      “The best.”

      “Can you call him? Now?” I suppress another sob. “Please.”

      “Where are they keeping Ian?”

      “I don’t know. They drove me to the station but refused to tell me where they took him.”

      “Cas,” he starts carefully. “No lawyer in the country is going to get him less than a triple life sentence. Maybe, if he wasn’t a criminal celebrity, we would’ve stood a better chance, but the police and the government will make an example of him. No judge will give him bail, and they’ll make sure the judge appointed to his case can’t be bought.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask as tears roll down my face.

      “I’m saying you shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      “Fuck.”

      I kick the coffee table, smashing it against the door. Someone in the next-door room bangs on the wall.

      “Where are you?” he asks.

      “At a hotel in Rustenburg.”

      “I’ll send a man to fetch you. It’s best you lie low for a while. When the dust settles, we’ll get you out of the country.”

      “I don’t want to put your family in danger.”

      He chuckles. “I know how to handle danger. Besides, there’s something I need to give you, something Ian wanted you to have.”

      “We have to warn Leon.”

      “I’ll handle Leon. I assume you don’t have a weapon.”

      “No.”

      “Make sure your phone is charged in case my man needs to get hold of you. His name is Russell Roux. He’s out of the country at the moment. The earliest he’ll be able to get there is tomorrow.”

      I ball my hand into a fist. “I’m not leaving Ian.”

      Damian sighs. “I’m afraid you no longer have a choice.”
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      When capital punishment was still practiced, death row was situated in the middle of the Pretoria Central Prison, tucked away in the lee of the hill. The death sentence is no longer given, and the prison has been renamed Kgosi Mampuru II Correctional Services, but the previous death row section, nicknamed The Pot, stills holds the most dangerous criminals.

      I’m in a cell in that C-Max—short for maximum security—section where notorious prisoners await trial, sitting on a bare mattress on a cot. Being locked up in a room that’s barely four square meters big is worse than a death sentence. Sixty years of living like this, if I’m unlucky enough to grow that old, will be hell, but I’ve never been a bad loser. I took the risks knowing the consequences. The reason I’m doing this is what makes the deal sweet. Imagining Cas free and happy, planting vegetables and taming cows somewhere, is enough to put a grin on my face.

      From the position of the sun, I’ve been in the cell for a good couple of hours before a guard opens the door. Two wait outside.

      “Get up,” he says.

      The leg irons rattle as I climb to my feet.

      He takes my arm and shoves me to the door. “Let’s go.”

      Walking is awkward. With the short length of the chain, I have to take baby steps. They escort me to a bathroom at the end of the hallway where I get to shower while they stand guard. After dressing in an orange jumpsuit, the shackles are secured around my ankles again, and I’m taken to a cell with a cot, basin, and toilet.

      Dinner is delivered through a flap in the door, some kind of stew on rice. I get through the early evening hours by doing pushups and pullups, using the bars on the window. Sleeping is futile. A multitude of things are going through my head. Where is Cas? What are her plans? Has she slipped over the border yet?

      When morning comes, a breakfast of porridge is delivered. I pace and do squats, already going out of my mind. After lunch, I’m escorted to a room with a desk where a man in a pinstripe suit waits. He’s short and stocky with a crop of blond curls and bushy eyebrows.

      He stands when I enter but, seeing that my hands are cuffed, wisely doesn’t offer a hand as he introduces himself. “David Peters.”

      Damian’s hotshot lawyer. Of course, when I told Hackman I had a good lawyer, I was only bluffing. I’ve never met a lawyer in my life. If not for my little brother, I would’ve had to make do with whoever the State appointed to my defense. Not that there’s much to defend. Peters is simply here to ensure Hackman sticks to his end of the bargain.

      I shuffle to the desk and take the chair. “Nice of you to come.”

      He spares me a glance from over the rims of his Gucci glasses. “There’s nothing remotely nice about my actions. I’m only here for the money.”

      A man who cuts through the bullshit. I already like him.

      He tidies a stack of papers and lines two felt tip pens up next to it. “We’ll plead guilty to all charges and request a lesser sentence for the murder of Detective Wolfe due to the mitigating factors, including the exceptional circumstances of the detective’s involvement. We’ll use Wolfe’s corruption to play on the public’s sympathy and let the media have a field day with those facts. The more pressure we can put on the judge through the masses, the better your chances of getting a lighter sentence.”

      “You reckon sympathy is a good way to go?” I ask with a chuckle.

      He pulls up his nose as if my smell is vile. “You seem to have quite a following. Our polls show the public is very sympathetic to your case. Being framed for murder, by a member of the SIU no less, certainly counts in your favor.”

      I ride on my chair as I consider the information. “What difference will a reduced sentence make? I’m getting a double, if not triple, life sentence. I’d be up for parole in twenty-five years, and, with my history, I’d be lucky if it’s granted. No offence, but you’re wasting your time. All I care about is making sure Hackman sticks to his statement about Ms. Dreyer.”

      He flips through the pages, reading as he says in a disinterested voice, “It’s not only about reducing the quantity of time you’ll serve, but also about determining in which prison you’ll end up. With three life sentences, you’re going to C-Max. You’ve already had a glimpse of the conditions inside. With a reduced sentence, you’ll be sent to the Johannesburg prison. In Johannesburg, you’ll get a private cell and access to a laptop and books.” Looking up, he says with meaning, “Your brother served in Johannesburg.”

      No doubt Damian has inside connections in Joburg. It will definitely play in my favor to be somewhere I have people on my side. I have no illusions about how cop killers are treated in prison.

      “I’m afraid that’s the best I can do,” he says in a dry tone.

      It was more than I expected. Damian didn’t have to send his lawyer. He could’ve left me here to rot.

      Peters folds his hands on the table. “Let’s start with what to expect from the prosecutor.”

      “When will the trial go to court?”

      “Very soon. The sentence hearing may happen as early as next week.” He removes his glasses and cleans them with a handkerchief he takes from his pocket. “The case is too high profile to let it drag out. You’re gaining media popularity by the day. The State will want to kill the buzz as quickly as they can.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Play nice. Say you regret the murders. Your gang members can be passed as acts of passion for whatever anger you experienced at those incontrollable moments, but Detective Wolfe’s murder was premeditated. Act tormented. The public always likes a tormented soul.”

      “I’m not acting for anyone’s benefit. They’ll get the truth. I’m not sorry for ripping Ruben’s throat out, and I’m even less sorry for putting a bullet in Wolfe’s brain.”

      Nobody tries to harm Cas and get away with it. I’ll be damned before I betray my feelings and lie to the world about what I feel for her. I’m not making out as if those feelings are meaningless for the benefit of a private cell and a laptop. Fuck that. Nothing in the world is enough to make me lie about what she means to me.

      He pulls his mouth into a thin line. “If you won’t play the game, I can’t—”

      “No fucking games.”

      “Fine.” He picks up a pen and unscrews the cap. “It’s your life.”

      Damn right.

      It just so happens I love Cas more than my own life.
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        Cas

      

      

      

      The knock I expect falls on the door of my hotel room the following morning. With a palm, I iron the creases form my T-shirt in which I’ve spent a sleepless night. My hand trembles when I drag it over my head to tame my hair. The shaking isn’t only from nerves. Not having an appetite, I haven’t eaten dinner or breakfast. My body is telling me it needs fuel.

      “Who is it?” I ask as I peer through the peephole, anxiety tightening my stomach.

      A man with russet hair and square features looks me straight in the eye. “Russell Roux. Damian sent me.”

      Blowing out a tremulous breath, I unlock the door and pull it open on his tall, broad frame. The dark suit doesn’t hide the muscles under the fabric. He looks like a mercenary or body builder.

      His tone is friendly. “May I come in?”

      I open the door wider and step aside. “Sure.”

      He steps over the threshold, doing a quick evaluation of the room. I wait quietly as he goes around, checking the furniture, lamps, and ventilation holes. Finally, he unscrews both ends of the receiver part of the telephone.

      “Bugs,” he says, flashing me a smile as he puts everything back together. Straightening from his crouched position next to the nightstand, he takes an envelope from his pocket and hands it to me. “It’s a keycard to an apartment Damian secured for you. You can rest there for a couple of days while we arrange to get you out of the country. There are too many eyes on Damian to take you to his home.”

      I give him the same speech I gave Damian and Detective Hackman. “I’m not leaving Ian.”

      “Ian is going to jail.” He adds with a sympathetic light in his whiskey-colored eyes, “Damian got the best lawyer in the country on the case, but there’s a good chance Ian won’t be allowed visitation rights, not with his track record.”

      Clutching my necklace, I stumble a step back. The ridges of the Nyaminyami press into my palm as the blow Russell delivered settles. “They can’t do that.”

      “They can deny him visitors, and believe me, they will.”

      “You don’t know that,” I say in an unstable voice.

      “Damian is intimately familiar with the system. It’s safe to say he talks from experience.”

      “No.” I give him a hard look. “You can’t guarantee that’s what will happen.”

      “I’m not saying this to hurt you. I’m telling you there’s no point in hanging around.”

      If what this stranger says is true, I’ll never see Ian again. The last time I saw him would forever be on his knees with his hands behind his head, forced to surrender like a magnificent, wild animal caught and chained.

      “You have to think of yourself,” he says. “That’s what Ian would want.”

      What Ian would want. What about me? I don’t want this for Ian. I never did. This is why I ran away in the first place. I didn’t want to rat on Ian and get him caught. Yet I did exactly that. I slowed him down. The same phrase runs over and over in my head.

      It’s my fault.

      “Come,” Russell says. “The quicker we move, the better. Two people in town claim they’ve seen you. The less people spot you, the easier it will be to turn that claim into a false rumor.”

      “Mint and Olga.” I twist the leather string around my finger as I ponder the implications. “It’s in the news?”

      “The police tried to squash the story of you robbing the jewelry store, but it leaked out on social media. Detective Hackman maintains you’re dead. Hopefully, the tale will soon be nothing but an urban legend.”

      “If it’s an urban legend, how do they explain the robbery?”

      Humor sparks in his eyes. “Since the diamonds haven’t been found, speculation is that Mr. Visser and his shop assistant fabricated the theft to claim the insurance money.”

      “The media fell for that?”

      “As I said, everything is speculation at the moment, but it’s a sensational story. It’s guaranteed to sell newspapers. The media will definitely run with it, if only to boost their circulation figures.” He opens the closet and peers inside. “How much time do you need to pack?”

      I hesitate.

      He crosses the floor and stops in front of me. “You need to get out of this town. It’s the clever thing to do. If not for yourself, do it for Ian.”

      Ian. Russell is right. I can’t do anything for him stuck in Rustenburg.

      I lift my bag from the bed. It’s not heavy, but the strain it puts on my shoulder reminds me my wound hasn’t completely healed.

      Russell holds the door for me. He leads the way to the underground parking. After making sure the lot is deserted, he unlocks a black city car. A cap and sunglasses lie on the passenger seat.

      “Just in case you don’t have some,” he says, motioning at the items as he starts the engine.

      I hide my hair under my cap and fit the sunglasses as he exits the parking. The morning peak hour is over. Going via the Hartbeespoort Dam, it doesn’t take more than ninety minutes to arrive in Johannesburg.

      “Damian lives at the Vaal River,” Russell says, glancing in his side mirror as he takes the offramp to Braamfontein. “You’ll stay in the city. It’s easier hiding you among the masses than in an exclusive riverbank estate.”

      I don’t care where I go as long as I can find my way back to Ian. Sinking lower in my seat, I take in the train station below the bridge as we cross town.

      “Damian owns the building,” he continues. “The apartment doesn’t look like much, but you’ll be safe there.”

      In the heart of Braamfontein, he passes the office buildings and stops in front of an apartment block. I reach for my bag, but he snatches it from the back.

      It’s close to noon. The street is busy. Many people are making their way to an early lunch. No one spares us a glance as we enter a big lobby with nothing but a desk in the far corner. The concierge looks up and gives Russell a thumbs-up sign. Russell returns the greeting with a sharp nod. He ushers me into an elevator that must date from the sixties and pushes the button for the tenth floor. The elevator jerks to life, making a shaky ascent.

      When the door opens, he gets out ahead of me, scans the hallway, and makes his way to the end. The building is old but well maintained. The paint on the walls is fresh, and the floors are shiny.

      At the last door, he stops. “This is you.”

      Taking the keycard from my pocket, I unlock the electronic lock and enter a studio apartment. Russell follows me inside. The single living space contains a bed, desk, chair, kitchenette, and a television mounted on the wall. A door leading off to the side gives access to a bathroom.

      He puts my backpack on the bed. “You can use your phone to reach Damian if you must. It’s secure. There’s food in the fridge. If it’s not to your liking, there’s a grocery store down the road, but I suggest you don’t wander around. If you need anything, dial Simon downstairs. He’ll run errands for you.” He shows me an intercom phone on the wall. “Press 9. It’ll connect you to reception.”

      I walk to the window, which gives a view of the Braamfontein Hotel. “What is this place?”

      “A refuge for prisoners getting out of jail. It’s an intermediate place to stay while acclimatizing. There’s a canteen on the first floor, but as I said, you shouldn’t hang around where people can get a look at you.”

      “Right.” Bracing my palms on the windowsill, I stare down at the street. There’s no balcony. I already feel like suffocating. When I imagine Ian in a jail cell, my chest draws so tight it’s hard to breathe.

      “If you need me—”

      “I’ll call.”

      “Yes,” he says to my back, still in the same, friendly tone.

      Making an effort, I turn and offer him a smile. “Thank you.” It’s not his fault I feel like a piece of shit.

      “You’re welcome. Damian is working on getting a chartered flight organized for you. What destination do you have in mind?”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      A deep line forms between his eyebrows.

      “I have my own contacts,” I say. “Damian has done more than enough already.”

      It looks as if he may argue, but then he says, “As you wish.” He inclines his head and makes his way to the door.

      “Wait,” I say as he grips the handle. “Any news from the lawyer yet?”

      “No.”

      I bite my lip.

      Caution creeps into his eyes. “As I said, don’t get your hopes up. The State wants to make an example of Ian.”

      How dare he condemn Ian before his trial has even started? When Ian tells the truth about Wolfe, the judge has to have at least a little mercy. Ian killed Ruben because he shot me. He killed Wolfe to protect me. It wasn’t self-defense, but surely the fact that Wolfe framed him and came after us will aid Ian’s case?

      “Take care of yourself,” Russell says from the threshold. “If you change your mind about getting assistance to disappear, let Damian know. He’ll be happy to help.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He hovers. “Don’t go anywhere for the next day or two. Give the dust time to settle.”

      I salute him. “Got it.”

      Still he doesn’t budge. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Clever is my middle name.”

      His lips tilt. “Right.” Rapping his knuckles on the frame, he leaves.

      The door shuts with a click. A beep sounds as the electronic lock activates. The fridge whirrs in the corner.

      Silence dawns.

      I stand quietly on the spot. For the first time since the action went down, I’m not pacing, tossing in my bed, or fiddling. I’m simply absorbing. That’s when it hits me the hardest.

      My legs cave. Catching a sob behind my fist, I sink to my knees. To have believed I could live a full, happy life without Ian was an idle idea. When vengeance drove me, I didn’t feel the hole of lonely despondence in my soul. Revenge occupied my actions and my thoughts, but it was nothing but a diversion, a smokescreen to hide my true feelings. Knowing Ian is alive and I can never see him again will kill me as surely as a bullet, just in a different way. It will kill my soul and leave my heart bleeding while my body won’t have a choice but to carry on.

      Clutching my pendant, I rock myself as I face the most hurtful, devastating, destructive of truths. The enormity of the Nyaminyami legend, for two fated souls to be separated forever, sinks in. It’s nothing like in the story. In real life, tragedy cuts much deeper, especially when that tragedy was brought on by your own hand.

      The worst is the realization that I don’t have any power in the choice. When Ian’s verdict has been dealt, there will be no going back. I’d happily live here forever, living for the moments I’d get to see him, even if it’s through bulletproof glass and hearing his words through a telephone line. But there will be no more moments. I have to pick up the pieces and honor his sacrifice by going on with my life, by enjoying the freedom he gifted me in return for his own.

      I thought my worst fear was over. I thought grieving my baby was the worst kind of sadness. Yet life decided to teach me more lessons. It taught me there’s always worse. It taught me to be grateful even for the bad times, because in retrospect, those times weren’t as bad as what I’d believed.

      I wish I could cry. The need to shed tears burns in my chest, but my eyes are dry. I only had a short time with Ian, the happiest of my life. Happiness like that is hard to beat. Nothing will ever compete, and that’s why it has to be enough.

      Just go through the motions. Follow the routine.

      Once you start, the rest follows. Like a wheel set in motion, the cogs will turn until existing becomes second nature again.

      Pushing to my feet, I go to the fridge and take out one of the microwaves meals. I nuke the soya mince on noodles and eat at the desk. After rinsing the cutlery, I lie down on the bed and stare at the shadows on the ceiling. They grow long. The room turns dark. Light spills in from the surrounding buildings, chasing the shadows in which I’m trying to hide.

      In the street below, headlights throws patterns on the buildings. Like an elastic band, they stretch and snap. Red and green join the display as the traffic light changes. Locked up here in the dark while the lights of people going places are passing by on the ground makes me feel lonelier. Eventually, they abandon me, and only the headlights of an occasional taxi shines up the road.

      Hopping from the bed, I slam a hand on the light switch. The brightness hurts my eyes. I close the blinds, anything not to see the freedom outside and feel the isolation creeping up on me. After my parents, I didn’t keep many friends. Little by little, I stopped calling and meeting up with old classmates and girls from the office. I told myself it was because I got on better with guys, but the friendships I made with Shona, Keeya, and Lesedi in Zimbabwe belies that statement. I didn’t want to expose myself to hurt. I didn’t want to get close to anyone. Now, as I find myself friendless and alone, I regret that decision.

      It’s futile to try and sleep. I switch on the kettle and make a cup of tea. Just as I turn on the television and select a local news channel, a knock falls on the door. I give a start. Dropping the remote on the bed, I pad over to the door and peer through the peephole.

      Damian.

      I’m surprised to see him. It’s close to midnight. My stomach twists into a ball. Does he bring bad news?

      Yanking open the door, I ask, “Is it Ian? Is something wrong?”

      He enters, carrying a brown paper bag in one hand, and shuts the door. “Don’t worry. Nothing is wrong. I apologize for coming so late, but I reckoned you wouldn’t be sleeping. Josie is teething.” His smile is proud. “We were battling to put her to sleep.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “She will be.” He takes a bottle of wine from the paper bag and puts it on the desk. “I thought you might need a drink.”

      “Thanks. That’s kind. And thanks for putting me up here.”

      He leans against the desk and crosses his ankles. His stance reminds me so much of Ian it’s like a knife twisting in my stomach.

      “Any idea where you’ll be going?” he asks.

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      He scrutinizes me. “Russell said you want to do it on your own.”

      I shrug. “I have contacts and the means. I’ve never relied on anyone but myself.”

      He crosses his arms. “I can respect that.”

      “What did the lawyer say? Did he see Ian?”

      Damian’s expression darkens. “Ian doesn’t like to play ball. He never did let others join his games as a kid.”

      My heart squeezes. “What does that mean?”

      “He’s not keen on letting my lawyer dictate his behavior, even if it’s in his best interest.”

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “We’ll do our best to get him into the Joburg prison. That’s where I have the most contacts and where I can secure the best conditions for him.”

      Biting my nail, I consider him for a moment before I broach the subject on my mind. “You were on the inside. You know the workings. How easy is it to get out?”

      Straightening, he shakes his head. “No one gets out. The systems are too sophisticated these days.”

      “What about Leon? If he can create an app that cuts a key by scanning the keyhole, can’t we use that?”

      He gives me a patient smile. “It’ll take more than getting through a few doors.”

      I rub my neck muscles that are sore from tension. “Surely, there must be a way.”

      “If there was a way of breaking him out, I would’ve already set a plan in motion. I spent six years on the inside. If I could’ve broken out sooner, I wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      I don’t want to listen to negative statements any longer. I have to cling to hope, even if it’s just the hope that they’ll let him see visitors.

      Damian takes a padded envelope from his inside jacket pocket and hands it to me. “I came to give you this. Ian wanted you to have it.”

      I search his eyes as I tear open the envelope and shake out the content. A velvet bag slides onto my palm. My lips part on a silent gasp.

      The diamonds.

      “Everyone is looking for these,” I say when I finally find my voice again. “How did he get them to you?”

      “He mailed them from Rustenburg. They were delivered this morning.”

      When did Ian mail them? When he left to check the perimeter alarms? He’d been away for a long time, but not that long. It doesn’t make sense. I wish I could ask him.

      “You’ve got good stones there,” Damian says. “What are you going to do with them?”

      “I haven’t thought about it. I thought we’d lost them.” Anyway, the stones were never my objective. It was an impulsive act fueled by anger.

      “If you need a buyer, let me know. I can recommend someone in France.”

      Jostling the bag, I measure its weight in my palm. “I’ll remember that.”

      “I better go. I remain at your disposal should you change your mind about getting help to skip the country.”

      “For how long can I stay here?”

      “Two days. More than that becomes a risk. The other people living here may notice you.”

      “What do I do with the key?”

      “Leave it with Simon in reception.” He takes a pistol from his waistband and hands it to me. “Ian told me you know how to use this. It may come in handy.”

      “Thanks.” I check the receiver. The serial number has been scratched off. “Say hi to Lina for me.”

      “Take care.” Offering me a last, strained smile, he lets himself out.

      The minute he’s gone, I turn my attention back to the television. Ian’s arrest is all over the news. The news anchor, who reports from in front of the Johannesburg High Court building, reckons the trial could take place in as little as a week.
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        * * *

      

      When my two days are up, I don’t flee the country as I’m supposed to. I leave Damian’s apartment building, walk across the street, and book in at the Braamfontein Hotel. The room is on the second floor. It has a big bed with a soft mattress and a plush carpet.

      I read every morsel of news about Ian’s trial I can get my hands on. It’s taking place in two days from today, on Friday.

      In the afternoon, I leave my room to buy food from a store down the road. Venturing a little farther, I locate a clothing store where I buy a yellow dress and matching shoes. At an African hairdresser not far from the hotel, I find a selection of wigs. Choosing one with layered red hair, I also buy nets and pins to use under the wig. At a department store, I buy cosmetics and false eyelashes.

      On the day of the trial, I get up extra early to work on my appearance. When I’m done, I don’t recognize myself in the mirror. The woman looking back at me has red hair and brown eyes. The contact lenses are a cheap fashion accessory available at any pharmacy.

      My stomach is in knots when I take my fake ostrich leather bag and leave my hotel room. The courthouse is only two kilometers from my hotel, but I don’t want to risk wandering around the city. Instead, I take a taxi.

      Ian’s trial is public. The media is crowded outside when I arrive. I hang behind a group of people, mostly Phantom fans who came to witness the trial, until the doors open and we’re let inside. I follow the group through the security check and give my fake ID for scanning. I look different than in the photo, but I can always claim I dyed my hair.

      I give the security guard a broad smile, and he lets me through. I’m nauseous with nerves, feeling like I may be sick, but I can’t miss today for anything, not when it’s one of my last chances of seeing Ian. I’d risk getting caught for this opportunity, which is exactly what I do as I slink inside with the rest of the crowd after being searched and take a seat in the gallery behind a tall man at the back.

      The defense attorney is already at his place. The prosecutor enters with a stack of files and a briefcase. According to the media, she’s a lioness in court, but in this trial, she doesn’t have to go for the kill. Ian already confessed. Delivering the verdict is just a matter of formality. Every news channel is questioning why Ian didn’t make a deal. What they can’t know is that he did. He made a deal for my freedom, which left him with no room for negotiation for himself. The time he’ll be sentenced to serve depends on how sympathetic the judge is to the mitigating factors of his case. At least that’s what’s said in the news. Legal reporters reckon the minimum he’ll get is two life sentences.

      A murmur runs through the crowd as the door in the back of the room opens. I grip the back of the bench in front of me. A tall, imposing form fills the frame. Excited whispers rise as a man in an orange jumpsuit enters. His broad shoulders are square and his back straight. His features are set in hard lines, but the light shining in his brown eyes is mocking. His rebellious haircut is gone, his hair shaved short. His hands are handcuffed in front of him.

      Proud and arrogant, the most wanted man on the continent enters the courtroom. Chains rattle when he crosses the floor with small steps to take his place next to his defense attorney. The sight of him twists invisible chains around my heart and strangles the breath from my lungs. I don’t give in to those feelings of hopelessness. He’s too magnificent, too big for pity. He looks over the courtroom like the incredible specimen he is, untamable, even in chains.
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        Ian

      

      

      

      The courtroom is packed. All eyes are trained on me. I sent a message to Damian via his lawyer, telling him not to come. It’s better my family is kept out of the spectacle. It’s bad enough they have to deal with the media attention. What I never wanted for them happens as our family history is dissected in every printed and online newspaper and magazine.

      The articles had already started when my identity was first discovered. It was bad enough then, but it’s nothing compared to the present. Peters showed me what’s been published. The public has always loved a rags to riches story. Damian is being made out to be some kind of prince and Zoe as South Africa’s own Cinderella. Leon, with his false history of backpacking, has come off the lightest. I’ve gathered quite a following, most of those being eligible women who want to marry me and have my babies.

      Have my babies. Fuck. What must Cas think of that? My only consolation is that she must be well over the border by now.

      The sheriff calls, “All rise.”

      A buzz runs through the crowd as everyone gets to their feet. The judge makes his appearance, wearing the customary black robe. He calls for order as he takes his seat on the bench.

      “How have they been treating you?” Peters asks in a hushed voice.

      “Well.” Surprisingly.

      “I appealed the decision not to let you attend your trial in civilian clothes,” he says from under his breath. “Hopefully, you’ll wear a suit tomorrow. Even if you’ve admitted guilt, this is highly irregular.” He waves at my prison clothes.

      Nothing about my case is regular, and I doubt a suit is going to win me some slack, but Peters is of a different opinion. To him, the clothes maketh the man in all circumstances.

      The proceedings are set in motion. The prosecutor gets to deliver her opening speech first. She cuts me a cold look as she crosses the floor to address the judge. I get as comfortable as I can on the hard, wooden chair. It’s going to be a long day.

      Her performance is good. She lists my crimes and the damages I’ve caused to companies and individuals, as well as the costs the State has incurred in investigations. She’s using hard facts, but also elicits emotions of injustice and unfairness. Fucking brilliant. By the end of that speech, everyone with a heart must hate me.

      Peters’s opening statement focuses on corruption within the police force and how those circumstances turned a thief into a murderer. The public hates crime, but they hate corruption more. That’s the angle Peters goes for. The public already appears divided.

      I won’t be put on the stand. Since I’ve already given my statement, testimony isn’t necessary. For now, my job is to keep my mouth shut, my eyes down, and act tormented. It’s just a great, big show. We may as well fast forward to the verdict and spare everyone the agony of sitting through the formalities for days, but procedures have to be followed. That’s how the law works. I grit my teeth and bear what I’ve signed up for.

      At lunchtime, the court adjourns. I stand like I’m ordered to and move when I’m told to. That’s when I see her—a redhead sitting in the backrow on the left. I only spot her because the tall guy in front of her got up and is moving outside with the other spectators. My heart jolts in my chest. Unable to help myself, I hold her gaze. She looks right back. The connection jabs straight into my soul. I feel it in a place where logic doesn’t exist. It comes from the inexplicable seat where hunches and premonitions are born.

      I slow my pace. It’s her. It’s the way she holds herself, in the lift of her chin and the subtle dip of her shoulder. It’s in the slight quiver of her lips. It’s in the way my body takes notice, even in leg irons and a jumpsuit. I swear she’s the only woman I’ll ever get hard for again. She put a spell on me. She bewitched me from the moment I set eyes on her. Now I’ll suffer the consequences for the rest of my life. Gladly.

      I shouldn’t draw attention to her by staring, but I can look away from her as little as I can stop loving her. The fact that she’s here and not miles away is a love declaration like no other. Greedily, I grab the offering. She’s only said it once, and this may be the last chance I’ll get. When this is over and they lock me away, I’ll never see that gorgeous face again.

      The moment is as heavy as the one on the day when I stood in front of her hotel door in Pretoria and decided to steal her life. I regret nothing, not then and not now. I’ll give my freedom ten times over for her happiness. I’ll give my life. Anything.

      Our gazes remain locked as I shuffle to the door. In my peripheral line of vision, Peters, who’s walking next to me, frowns. He follows the direction of my gaze. The guard waiting at the door says something. Peters replies. I hear nothing except the thumping of my heart in my chest. In a crowd of people, we’re isolated. Just her and me like it was always meant to be.

      Every step I take tears a hole in my soul. It’s both the longest and shortest walk of my life, long because time has frozen and too short because it can never be enough. Another three seconds, and I’ll be at the door. Her eyes are the wrong color, but the message in them is right. Even as distress is painted over her face, her eyes offer me serenity.  Her lips part. They’re painted a bright shade of plum, my favorite color on her.

      I love you, she mouths.

      I stop dead. God knows, I don’t deserve those words. I never did, but I’ll be damned if I don’t own them. Pain and joy are inseparable. It simultaneously hurts like a motherfucker and makes my chest swell. I feel like the adolescent I never got to be, falling in love for the first time. The sequence is wrong, falling in love after already loving her, but it’s right for us. I lusted after her from the word go and loved her from the minute she took a bullet out of my shoulder. Already then, I knew she was made for me. I knew she was mine. I made that vow to her the first time I owned her body. When I said she was mine, I promised to be hers, and I take my promises seriously. I take them to my grave.

      I also promised her I’d never remove the necklace she gave me. I want her to know she can believe in me, always trust me, because I never break my word. It’s vital she knows this, because she’ll need to hold onto that knowledge when the months grow into years and the memory of our love wears thin. Time does what time does. It fades memories. When she wakes up one morning and has difficulty recalling my face, this knowledge will see her through. When she wonders if I still love her, she’ll only have to remember I’ve always been a man of my word.

      Peters stops talking. He gives me a nudge, moving me forward. It’s now or never. Pretending to scratch an itch, I slip the top button of the jumpsuit through the buttonhole and brush the edge aside. The Nyaminyami tattoo sits in the center of my breastbone. It’s a crude piece of art made with a pin and the ink of a felt tip pen, objects I borrowed from Peters and used during his visit.

      Her eyes flare, letting me know she’s seen what I wanted her to. The brown of her irises glisten like gemstones, but she’s brave. She holds in her tears and gives me a smile. It’s the smile I hold onto when the guard takes my arm and leads me through the door. When it shuts on her face, I tattoo the way she looked today, free and alive, in my heart.

      Fuck me if it wasn’t all worth it.
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      I will not stand by and watch Ian go to prison, not for my sake. I love that man too much. Mouthing the words isn’t enough. I want one more chance to tell him how I feel to his face. Right and wrong don’t matter, not to my heart. I deserve one more chance. As does he. If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’t be in handcuffs and shackles. If my heart weren’t weak, if I ran faster, if I made it to the helicopter, if Ian didn’t give away his identity by getting shot, if he never saw me… If, if, if… All because of me.

      Fuck.

      I kick the chair in my hotel room.

      Double fuck.

      That hurts like a bitch.

      I hop around on one foot, tearing off the wig and throwing it against the wall.

      Hairpins drop to the floor as I rip the net from my hair, hopping to the window. The street is busy. Vendors sell newspapers and fake brand products at the traffic light. A woman with a boy in hand stops to buy a Phantom ski mask. The boy fits it while the woman pays the vendor. The mask has holes cut out for the eyes and a triangular, plastic nozzle with ventilation holes for breathing that fits over the nose and mouth. It’s a cheap imitation and for sale everywhere. Some entrepreneur was clever enough to cash in on the hype sweeping through the county with the trial in session. Every kid who’s at an age of playing cops and robbers wants a mask. Even some adults are wearing them, mostly the Phantom fans gathering outside the courthouse every morning and afternoon to catch a glimpse of Ian as the police escort him to and from the building.

      A few geeky guys with masks in their hands walk up the street from the direction of the court. Two girls follow, still wearing their masks. They’re both dressed in orange jumpsuits with the top buttons undone, showing ample cleavage. Ian has always had a big following, but never as many lovesick fangirls as now.

      What is it about him that makes them desire a criminal? It’s not only his handsome face and strong body. It’s more than the rebellious haircut—which they’ve sadly shaven in prison—and his tattoos. It’s the way in which he carries himself. It’s his sense of humor and his self-confidence. It’s the way he never loses his cool in court and how respectfully he addresses the prosecutor, no matter how bitchy she is toward him. It’s an inborn knowledge, a female sixth sense. Every woman has it instinctively. It’s that vibe Ian gives off. We all feel it, that Ian is a man who makes his woman his queen. There’s nothing he won’t do for her. He’d go to any lengths to protect her. He told me so on the night he made me drive Mint’s Porsche, and the fact that he’s behind bars and in chains is proof he meant every word.

      Biting my nail, I stare at the group of men and women until they disappear into a clothing store. The mannequin outside the entrance is dressed in an orange jumpsuit sporting one of those imitation Phantom masks. Some people find the disguises selling like hotcakes infuriating while those who have joined the bandwagon declare them uplifting. There hasn’t been such a spirit among the masses since the year South Africa won the Rugby World Cup.

      Why do the masses support a thief? Because he’s handsome, funny, and polite. Because they’re angry and disillusioned with corruption. Because next to Ian, Wolfe looked evil. Because Ian is clever and cunning, unfairly likeable, and easy to admire.

      I abandon the view to go through the bar fridge. It’s almost empty. After bundling my hair under a cap, I go downstairs and walk to the corner store where I buy fruit and bread. On the way back, I stop at the clothing store. The orange of the jumpsuit is so bright it hurts to look at. Is that why they make the prisoners wear this color? It stands out like a sore thumb. You can definitely not disappear into the background wearing that color.

      I rub the fabric between my fingers. It’s thin and feels like parachute material. According to the price tags, both the mask and the jumpsuit are dirt cheap. No wonder everyone can afford to buy the disguise.

      That’s when it hits me. My plan.

      It’s not sophisticated, but like my dad used to say, the best solutions aren’t the most complicated ones. They’re the ones that stare you in the face, the ones you often overlook because they’re so obvious.

      “Do you mind if I take a photo?” I ask the vendor who’s leaning in the door, smoking a cigarette.

      He flicks the cigarette in the mannequin’s direction. “Knock yourself out.”

      I take a photo with my phone and rush back to my room. Inside, I drop my shopping bag on the floor without bothering to unpack it and curl up on the armchair by the window with my phone. It only takes a few swipes to create a fake account. Accessing the Phantom fan site, I upload the photo under my false name. When I’m done, I call Damian.

      His tone is cautious. “Tell me you’re calling from Namibia.”

      “Is the line secure?”

      “Of course.”

      “I need to see you.”

      He sighs. “So much for hoping for a postcard from Windhoek.”

      “Where is a safe place to meet?”

      “What is this about, Cas?”

      “I’ll tell you when I see you. I need Leon to be there too.”

      “Hold on,” he says in a deep voice that sounds too much like Ian’s. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not talking on the phone. Give me a time and a place.”

      He curses under his breath. “I promised Ian I’d look out for you, but—”

      “Then do it. When?”

      His voice hardens. “I don’t take kindly to orders.”

      “It’s not an order. It’s a request. Look, if you’re not up for it, I’ll do it alone.”

      “Ah, fuck. Don’t make me lock you up, because I promise you, if I have to, I will.”

      “I don’t take kindly to threats either. Give me a time or don’t. If you decide not to, you never have to see me again.”

      He blows out another sigh. “Fucking promises. I knew it would come back to bite me in the ass.”

      “Well?” I say, holding my breath.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m still in Braamfontein.”

      “My office would be the safest. I’ll send Russell to fetch you around eight. He’ll make sure you’re not followed. Give me your address.”

      Since I have no reason to mistrust him, I tell him my hotel and room number. Before hanging up, I stress again, “I need Leon to be there.”

      With two hours to kill, I eat a banana and a sandwich and make myself a cup of coffee. I sip the hot drink on the bed, watching the news. When it’s close to eight, I shower and change. I’m ready when Russel knocks.

      He frowns at me when I open the door. “You should’ve been long gone by now. You’re taking a risk.”

      “Thanks for the unwanted advice.” I grab my bag with the gun, slam the door shut, and move around him. “Where’s your car?”

      He tilts his head toward the fire escape. “Come on.”

      We go downstairs and exit through a side door. He glances around as he lets me into his car.

      It doesn’t take long to drive to Damian’s building. It’s in Newtown, only a few blocks away on the revamped side of the city. We park underground.

      “Did Damian get hold of Leon?” I ask when Russell comes around and opens my door.

      Ushering me to the elevator, he says with an apologetic smile, “I was told to get you here safely, nothing more.”

      “Do you work for Damian?”

      He presses the button to call down the elevator. “I work for a company Damian uses.”

      When the door opens, we get in and wait. As there are no buttons or controls, someone has to operate the elevator from inside. Damian really is a stickler for security, not that I blame him.

      We exit in the familiar lobby with the statues and paintings on the top floor. Not so long ago, Ian and I used to live here. Back then, I thought I couldn’t let him in, but I’d been a fool. No matter what I do, I’ll never be able to cut him from my life. He’ll be a permanent part of me until the day I die.

      Russell leads the way. The double doors of Damian’s office stand open.

      A familiar voice says, “I could too. Could’ve hacked into your fancy elevator in ten seconds flat.”

      Leon.

      Russell goes in ahead of me. I stop inside the door. Damian is perched on the edge of his desk, his expression simultaneously shut off and annoyed. Leon stands facing him with his thumbs hooked into the loops of his waistband. Despite our history, I’m tempted to hug Leon. In a big city full of strangers, he’s someone I know, someone from a happy time in my life.

      The contrast between the brothers is striking. While they look alike in features—they have the same dark hair, tanned skins, and brown eyes—their styles couldn’t be further apart. Damian is dressed in a black suit and white shirt. His silver tie is perfectly knotted. Not a hair is out of place. Leon is wearing jeans, a faded T-shirt, and a leather vest. His hair is tousled and wild. Damian wears a diamond tie pin and black diamond cufflinks while Leon wears leather bracelets and silver chains. Damian looks sophisticated. His older brother has a rougher appearance. Leon’s arms are bigger and his chest broader than what I remember. He must be working out. They’re the same height, but Leon is bulkier in the muscle department. The lines on Leon’s face give away his age. Damian has the same deep lines running from his nose to his mouth, a feature all three brothers share, but the crow’s feet in the corners of Damian’s eyes are less pronounced.

      “I’d like to see you try,” Damian says with a scoff.

      “I won’t have to try, brother.” Leon widens his stance. “Give me ten seconds and that elevator will be eating out of my hand.” He cocks his head. “I’ll give it a sexier female voice to answer in too.”

      Damian dismisses Leon with an unamused chuckle. “Our guest of honor has arrived.”

      Leon doesn’t turn immediately. Tension creeps into the set of his shoulders. He rolls them before facing me. “Cas, is that really you?”

      “Hello, Leon.”

      A battle wages in his dark eyes as he rakes a hand through his curls, ruffling up his hair even more. “I only found out a few days ago. Ian told me.”

      Russell closes the doors.

      I take a few steps forward, stopping midway in the large room. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      Where the amber flecks in Ian’s eyes give them warmth, the brown of Leon’s eyes is so dark they almost look black. It’s a bitter dark, like pure cacao.

      “You’re sorry?” Leon says. “Ruben had no right to do what he did. He got what he deserved.” He walks to me, his footsteps echoing on the marble. “Ian, on the other hand, didn’t deserve what he went through.” He narrows his eyes, pinning me with a stare. “Do you have any idea what grief does to a man?”

      Lifting my chin, I don’t back away. “Not that I owe you any explanations, but I believed Ian wanted me dead.”

      “Oh, but you do.” He rests his hands on his hips and studies me from under his eyelashes. “What the fuck are we doing here?”

      “Down, boy,” Damian says with a grin. “As much as I enjoy a fight, I’d like to get back to my wife and kids.”

      “Leon is right,” I say, holding Leon’s glare. “You deserve to know why you’re here.” Breaking our eye contact, I look between the brothers. “We’re going to break Ian out.”
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      Peters fumes a little because his appeal for letting me wear a suit was rejected. I suppose fuming is a big rebellion in his eyes. The guy never indulges. He does everything in moderation. Has he ever had a day of fun in his life?

      When the guards lead me into the courtroom, I search the crowd for her face. She sits in the same spot, wearing the same red hair and brown contact lenses. We’ve had countless conversations during the last three days using nothing but our eyes.

      How are you keeping up, baby doll?

      You don’t have to worry about me, Ian. I know how to take care of myself.

      Where are you staying? Are you safe? Are you taking care of yourself? You shouldn’t come here. But fuck, am I happy to see you.

      The sassy, playful smile she puts on for my benefit says, Wouldn’t miss it for the world.

      Wild horses couldn’t drag me away from you, Cas.

      That’s what I think when the defense attorney addresses the judge. That’s what my eyes are telling her as the prosecutor counts off my crimes. In my head, I’m between Cas’s legs while I keep my promise to Hackman, giving him what he wanted.

      After my statement has been read, we break for lunch. I resent the hour I can’t see her face. Selfishly, I want to keep her on that hard bench for the eight long hours of the trial every day. It stokes my fantasies and sates my hunger to fill my mind up with images of her face, memories I can store for after.

      Peters passes me a sandwich on a paper plate after the guard has checked between the layers and cut the bread in small cubes. A man like Peters will never slip me a blade, but protocol is protocol. While I eat and down a bottle of water with cuffed hands, he tells me he’s happy about the media attention. The polls his smartass firm run show my popularity has grown, not that I give a shit about any of that. It was never about that.

      Peters wipes the crumbs from his lap and stands. “It’s time.”

      He goes to the bathroom reserved for free people while the guards take me for a piss in the basement toilet. We resurface on the ground level next to an arched window. Protesters with posters are lining the street. They’re waving their self-made signs, shouting, “Free Ian.”

      One of the guards tells me to get a move on. I shuffle in my shackles, eating up the distance to the courtroom. It feels a lot like the end, as in written with capital letters, those words you find at the end of a story, those words that are followed by a blank page.

      Not even a clean slate.

      Simply nothing, like dropping off the edge of the earth.

      And they lived happily ever after.

      I enter, immediately searching the crowd for her face. The tall guy in front of her hides her features, but I can make out the halo of her red hair in the sun that filters through the window. I don’t crane my neck to look at her when I sit down, but her presence ghosts over my skin. If I close my eyes and block out everything else, I’ll catch a whiff of orange blossoms in the air. It’s my mind playing tricks on me, but tricks are good enough for me. I sure as hell won’t be getting more.

      I stand when the judge commands me. The public’s faces in the gallery are sympathetic, which is never a good sign. The judge, an old-school, University of Pretoria alumnus who’s sat on several human rights commissions, barely spares me a glance when he convicts me to life imprisonment without parole or pardon for one hundred years.

      Peters’s face drops. He was bargaining on a double life sentence, at most triple.

      The verdict doesn’t come as a shock. It’s a disappointment all the same, but I can’t say I didn’t expect it. A soft, female gasp comes from the back of the courtroom. I turn my head a fraction. The tall guy has shifted to the left. I catch Cas’s gaze as she sways a little in her seat, clutching the back of the bench in front of her. I smile, offering her the best comfort I can. I doted on these secret moments even if I didn’t want her to come. I pocketed them to take out and enjoy later when the longing gets too much.

      All I can offer her is my heart. I leave it in her palm as I walk from the courtroom to the holding cell. I won’t go back to the cell at the local prison where they’ve kept me for the duration of the hearing. I’ll go back to Pretoria.

      Now I face the real music. The hearing was for show, appeasing the media and spectators, giving them a false sense of justice. Like the prison guard told me this morning, accidents happen in jail. The government doesn’t intend for me to get out of this alive.
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      When I strap the Colt Python Damian gave me to my ankle, I think about Ian. I can’t help it. I remember the night he took me to Oliver’s birthday party and how the sight of the pistol strapped to my thigh under my dress had turned him on. The memory lances into my heart, but I brush it aside. Now isn’t the time to get sentimental.

      Focus, Cas.

      I eat an energy bar and swallow my pills with a bottle of water, glancing at my watch every few minutes as if it will make the second-hand tick faster.

      When it’s finally time, I pull the imitation Phantom ski mask over my head. Despite the air conditioning blowing full force in my room, a trickle of sweat runs between my shoulder blades. It’s a good plan, but even good plans have flaws.

      I spare a glance through the window. The Phantom fan club did their work. A steady trickle of protestors flock toward the Nelson Mandela Bridge, waving their banners to appeal an irreversible decision. The march seems futile, at least for Ian, but opposition parties grabbed the opportunity to march against corruption. The fan club proved a worthy channel of communication. Within hours, news of the protest had gone viral. Already, a huge crowd dressed in orange jumpsuits and Phantom masks are toyi-toying in front of the courthouse.

      At eight o’clock tonight, Ian will be transported from the holding cell at the courthouse to the Kgosi Mampuru II prison in Pretoria. We know this thanks to Damian’s contacts. The correctional service wants to wait until after peak hour and after dark. Their aim is moving Ian speedily, quietly, and without fuss, or I should say that was the aim. Now people are gathered on every street facing the High Court building. Television crews arrived to report on scene, which means the police will be extra careful. Already accused of corruption, they can’t afford to fire rubber bullets or injure peaceful protestors.

      I fit the bag with my most essential belongings—a false passport, ammunition, pills, money, a change of clothes, and, of course, the diamonds—onto my back. The strap doesn’t bother the wounds on my shoulder any longer. The holes have closed on both sides, and the stitches have dissolved. The wig and the rest of my clothes are already in a waste disposal bin outside. I checked out of my room an hour earlier. All that’s left to do is to join the protestors and walk down to the courthouse.

      I go downstairs and fall in line behind a small group. When they flag down a minivan taxi, I get in with the rest of them.

      The sight that awaits at the corner of Pritchard and Kruis Streets makes me utter a silent gasp. There are more people than what I expected. They’re dancing and singing, the majority waiting at the underground parking exit for the armored police van that will transport Ian.

      Getting lost in the crowd is easy. Surprisingly, the beat of my heart is steady. I’ve recovered after being shot. I’m stressed but well rested. This time, I’m not failing. I’m not allowing my body to give up.

      Reporters are waving microphones in people’s faces, asking what the reason for the peaceful demonstration is. My focus is trained on the armed officers guarding the exit and creating a barrier to keep the protestors back.

      The van appears earlier than planned. The move is supposed to take everyone by surprise, but not us.

      I get into position. When the gates open, the motorcycles leave first, leading the convoy. The van follows after the bikes. That’s when my heart starts galloping. That’s when it gets real.

      On the opposite side of the road, Leon releases the spikes as soon as the bikes have passed. At the same time, the men we’ve planted in the crowd shoot darts at people. When the first person tumbles to the ground, the front tires of the van explode.

      Pandemonium breaks out. The line of cops aren’t strong enough to hold the mob. The protestors burst through the barrier, driving back the shielded cops. People run in all directions as darts fly at them from seemingly nowhere. The police watch on helplessly, aiming their guns but not knowing who to aim at in the chaos. The cops on the bikes turn around, but screaming people are running in the road.

      The spikes explode the tires of the second convoy that was meant to tail the van, winning us time. The van swerves. From the side of the road, Leon fires the gas missile. It lands on the roof of the van, the magnets finding purchase while the gas detonates and filters through the vent.

      The minute the van skids to a standstill, its weight tipping toward the flat tires, Leon is there. We’re temporarily buried in a sea of orange. The panic that prevails provides us with cover, but we don’t have much time. The crowd is running to escape the darts.

      I act fast. Leon covers my back while I shoot open the backdoor of the van. The gas has done its job. The two armed guards plus Ian are passed out. The gas hasn’t leaked into the driver’s cabin, but the glass is bulletproof. Even if the driver or guard riding shotgun shoots at us, we’re protected.

      Like me, Leon wears a gas filter under his Phantom mask. He jumps in and hooks his hands under Ian’s arms, dragging him out while it’s my turn to cover him. A gap opens in the throng of fleeing people. One of the bike brigade cops takes shelter behind a concrete flower box and opens fire. More screaming erupts.

      Someone shouts, “Hold your fire.”

      Our men are firing darts at the cops. One by one, they drop like flies. It’s impossible to tell where the darts are coming from. Our paid man grabs Ian’s feet. They swiftly carry him to a van with fake police markings waiting around the corner. I melt into the crowd, running alongside the people aiming for the safety of the streets south of the courthouse.

      Sirens sound in the distance. The noise of a helicopter becomes audible. I make it to the corner just in time to see the van with the fake markings pull away, its siren blaring.

      “Cas.” Leon grabs my arm. “This way.”

      We run toward the bike parked on the side street. The men with the dart guns intersperse with the escaping crowd, filtering away into the streets. The people we’ve darted and the guards we gassed will wake up in another few minutes. The tranquilizer is light. By the time Ian comes to, the van would’ve pulled into the underground parking of an abandoned building. A motorbike and change of clothes are waiting there for Ian. After cutting off the handcuffs and leg irons, the driver of the van will instruct Ian to take the backroad to Damian’s office block. The driver will abandon the van and leave by car.

      In the meantime, Leon and I will make our way to Damian’s offices. From there, Ian and I will take a helicopter to Zimbabwe. Leon will lie low inside Damian’s building, which is the equivalent of Fort Knox, until it’s safe to move. In case the police question Leon, his alibi is watertight. He already uploaded a street camera recording of him crossing the square in Sandton miles away from here at the exact time of the escape. Damian is at home, having a barbecue with his family and neighbors.

      It’s a good plan.

      It’s a great plan.

      It worked.

      My breaths are staccato as I peel off the jumpsuit and mask. Leon does the same. We bundle our disguises into the street bin before fitting helmets. Leon starts the bike while I pull on my backpack. When I hop onto the back, he takes off.

      I blow out a shaky breath.

      It worked.

      I still can’t believe it. A nervous laugh escapes my lips.

      Leon opens the gas as we take the road toward Newtown. The Christmas lights over the street flash by. The yellow ones from the bridge leading to the highway intermix with the white. It’s a kaleidoscope of moving lights, a beautiful display that reflects the exhilaration of my heart. The temperature is pleasant. It’s a perfect summer night. The air that washes over me as we speed toward the intersection cools my hot skin.

      For a short distance, we follow the fake police vehicle. At the next corner, we turn left. Its blue light is a beacon in the night. It stops at the traffic light, throwing shards of sapphire onto the dark buildings. Just before we pass under the bridge, an explosion rocks the van.
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      No!

      Leon jerks. His body goes rigid, but he doesn’t slow down. Instead of heading toward the flames, he takes a sharp left and races toward the abandoned factories on the dilapidated side of the city.

      “Go back,” I yell, slamming a fist on his shoulder.

      He’s deaf to my screams and immune to my punches.

      “Turn around, damn you!”

      Ignoring me, he makes his way around the city toward the Oriental Plaza until Damian’s skyscraper comes into view. I crane my neck. The orange glow and smoke are buried behind the buildings.

      Leon makes a detour to Mayfair. When the coast remains clear on Newtown’s side, he returns via Fordsburg. As agreed, the roller door of the underground parking lifts when we arrive. Leon enters and parks next to the elevator.

      I stumble from the bike, losing my balance and barely catching myself. Under the helmet, I’m hyperventilating. I fight with the clasp until it gives and yank the helmet from my head. Dragging in laborious breaths, I pace next to the elevator.

      Leon is like a string about to snap. He removes his helmet and slams a palm on the elevator button.

      “What the fuck happened?” I ask, resting my hands on my knees so I don’t keel over.

      “Fuck if I know,” he says with a growl. Kicking the elevator door, he yells, “Fuck.”

      I’m going to be sick. “We need to go back.”

      “We can’t fucking go back.” He kicks the door again. His hair is messy from the helmet. He spears his fingers through the wild curls. “There’s nothing to go back to.”

      I refuse to believe that. I can’t accept it. Straightening with a gulp of air, I charge at him. “Give me the key.”

      He punches the button again. “Do you want to get caught?”

      I shove him. “Give me the fucking key!”

      Grabbing my arms, he shakes me. “It’s over, Cas.”

      No. I shake my head, trying to step out of his hold, but he won’t let me go.

      “It’s over,” he says again, looking at me with a cold, black fire burning in his eyes.

      The door opens.

      He drags me inside. I kick in my heels and cling to the frame, but he yanks me against the mirror before the door closes on me. When the elevator rises seamlessly, he lets me go.

      I pace like an animal in a cage, a roar trapped in my chest. “What happened?” I’m more talking to myself than to him. “What went wrong?”

      “They were never planning on letting him get out alive,” Leon says through gnashed teeth.

      Clenching my hands so hard my nails cut into my palms, I turn in a circle. “Someone ratted on us. Who? Who knew? I thought Damian said the men he hired could be trusted.”

      “What the fuck does it matter?” Leon bites out.

      “It matters,” I yell. “I’m going to kill the son of a bitch.”

      Leon says nothing as the elevator comes to a stop, and the door opens onto the lobby. Taking my arm, he steers me across the foyer to the roof exit.

      “I’m not leaving,” I say, trying to free my arm. “I’m not going to Zim alone.”

      “We didn’t do this for nothing.” When the guard opens the door, Leon drags me through the scanner room to the hallway. “He didn’t die for nothing, do you hear me?”

      That’s when the tears find their way to my eyes. That’s when it hits me, really hits me. That’s when I know what Ian must’ve gone through when he buried a coffin with my gun inside. It’s crippling, the pain. I stumble. Leon steadies me, but he doesn’t slow down.

      Another guard waits at the exit to the roof. He gives me a sympathetic look. “The pilot is ready.”

      I sag in Leon’s hold. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.

      The guard opens the door and stands aside for us to exit. The breeze is stronger on the top of the building, whipping my hair around my face and obscuring my view. I swipe at the strands. When my view clears, I still. A big, black helicopter waits on the helipad, and in front of it stands Ian.

      It can’t be, yet dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket, he looks very real.

      Leon freezes. Incomprehension shuts down my brain. We stand rooted to the spot. Leon lets me go so suddenly I stumble. Before I can come to my senses, Leon storms at Ian. Swinging an arm through the air, he hooks a fist under Ian’s jaw.

      The impact flings Ian’s face sideways. He doesn’t fight back. When Leon takes another punch at him, he catches Leon’s fist.

      “What the fuck?” Leon yells.

      “It was Damian’s idea,” Ian says.

      Leon wrenches his fist from Ian’s hand. “To blow up the van?”

      “Apparently to fake my death.” Ian catches my gaze over Leon’s head, his eyes soft, apologetic. “He placed a dead body with handcuffs and leg irons in the back of the van and another in the driver’s seat and made it look as if the driver blew up the van with explosives.”

      “Son of a fucking bitch.” Leon shakes out his fist. “He could’ve fucking told us.”

      “He didn’t want the information to accidently leak out, even if he trusts his hired men. He needed the accident to look real. In case you got caught, he needed even you to believe I was dead.”

      “Who was it?” Leon asks, still looking like he wants to commit murder. “Who blew up the van?”

      “Russell.” Ian doesn’t look away from me as he continues. “He’s the only man Damian trusts with his life.”

      Leon flexes and curls his fingers. “How did he manage such a stunt?”

      Ian finally breaks our eye contact to look at his brother. “He intercepted us with another van when we stopped at a red traffic light. A man working with Russell followed in a pickup with the bodies in the back. The driver and I drove Russell’s van to the underground parking while Russell and his buddy placed the bodies and the explosives. Russell said they’d leave in the pickup before the explosives detonated. It was damn well coordinated. It only took them thirty seconds to set it all up. We saw the explosion just as we reached the building where you left the bolt cutter, bike, and clothes for me. The driver abandoned the van and left with the bolt cutter, chains, and my jumpsuit in a car waiting there, and I took the bike here. The driver said he was instructed to dump the cutters in Bruma Lake and to burn the jumpsuit. I reckon by now, Damian would’ve sent someone to fetch the van, or maybe he’s bargaining on the criminals scouting the area to have taken care of the removal for him.”

      “Where the hell does Damian find dead bodies?” Leon asks.

      “At the morgue. Apparently, he sent two of his men to falsely identify bodies no one had claimed. They signed out the corpses with the pretense of burying their dead relatives.”

      “He sounds like Franken-fucking-stein.” Leon rolls his shoulders. “Who’s going to claim responsibility for the attack? There will be a witch hunt.”

      “Some fanatic suicide bomber who was a fighter for justice,” Ian says. “Damian had a masked man make a recording claiming responsibility for the attack and sent it to the media. The man claimed to have orchestrated my escape to execute me since the State no longer gives murderers the death sentence they deserve. Seeing that he died in the explosion, there’s no one to hunt.”

      “Nice and clean.” Leon’s tone is wry. “All the loose ends tied up. What now? You’re just dead?”

      Ian grins. “I want a nice funeral, flowers and all. Purple ones. It’s become my favorite color.”

      “Fuck you,” Leon says, spitting on the ground.

      “Thanks for having my back. I owe you one.” Ian holds a hand toward me. “We better go.”

      Life returns to my limbs as the worst of the shock wears off. Advancing on Ian, I throw back my arm and plant my fist on his jaw.

      Ouch! Dammit.

      That hurts. Pain pulses in my knuckles while he hasn’t moved an inch.

      Moving his jaw from side to side, he gives me a narrow-eyed look. “What the hell was that for?”

      “For making me die ten times over in the last few minutes.”

      He rubs a palm over his jaw. “I wasn’t privy to your or Damian’s plans, remember?”

      No, the punch should’ve been aimed at Damian, but it still makes me feel better.

      Ian puts an arm around me. Irrationally, I’m livid with him. I want to shove him away, but relief washes away the anger and with the anger my strength. My legs cave as my knees go wobbly.

      He kisses the shell of my ear. “It’s all right. We’re fine.”

      He offers Leon a hand. “Truce?”

      “I’ll get back at Damian for this,” Leon says. “I swear it.”

      Ian drops his hand. “You can come back to Zim with us.”

      Something flickers in Leon’s eyes. It’s minute, but it looks a lot like intent. It looks a lot like the determination I’ve come to recognize in Ian’s eyes. There’s a word for that kind of determination. It’s called obsession. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Leon met someone. A female someone.

      “Nah,” Leon says. “I’ve got a good gig going here.”

      Ian nods. “You know where to find us if the city gets too much.”

      “Take care of yourself, motherfucker.” Leon punches Ian on the shoulder. “You too, Cas.”

      “Thanks for your help.” I lean against Ian, letting his warmth soothe me. “I know I asked a lot of you.”

      The corner of Leon’s mouth tilts. “What else is family for?”

      “If you change your mind—” Ian starts.

      “I’ll know where to find you,” Leon says.

      Ian guides me to the helicopter, throws my backpack on the backseat, and helps me inside. He gives Leon a last look as he comes around and takes his place next to me. He straps me in and fits a pair of headphones for me while the pilot starts spinning the blades.

      After donning his headphones, we lift into the air. Leon stands on the roof, his face tilted up as we take off. With his dark features, tanned complexion, and black hair blowing in all directions, he looks more devil than man. Put in certain circumstances, all the Hart brothers do.

      We gain altitude until Leon’s features are no longer discernable. The helicopter dips and turns north. The landscape of city lights shrinks. The landmark towers of Johannesburg are replaced by the newer skyscrapers of Sandton and then the highway and the suburbs of Midrand before the fields turn dark.

      A warm hand folding around mine draws my attention. I look at Ian’s face. He appears ten years older, but not any less invincible.

      The set of his mouth is strained as he says to the pilot, “Privacy, please.”

      The pilot flicks a switch, presumably cutting himself out of the loop of our headphones.

      Ian rubs a thumb over my pulse, his gaze drilling into mine. “If you ever pull a stunt like that again…”

      “Then what?” I challenge.

      Possession sparks in his brown eyes. “Try it and see what happens.”

      “It worked, didn’t it?”

      A muscle ticks in his jaw. “You could’ve been killed.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Cas—”

      “How did you get the diamonds to Damian?”

      He drags his thumb in circles over my palm. “It was just a safety precaution.”

      I all but melt when he caresses the pressure point between my thumb and forefinger.

      “In case I got caught,” I say.

      “I didn’t want anyone finding those diamonds on you. I knew I could trust Damian to get them to you in case—” He hesitates. “In case things didn’t go as planned.”

      “I was sure I put them in my backpack.”

      “I took them out when I packed your pills.”

      I study his face. “When did you mail them though? After leaving me in the tree, you couldn’t have made it to the post office in town and back unless you have flying superpowers you’re hiding from me.”

      He traces each one of my fingers as he says, “They have a tray for mail at the Kloof office. One of the staff members empties the tray every afternoon and takes the mail to the post office in town. Pretending to be a tourist hiking in the area, I went inside and asked for information about their accommodation. When the receptionist handed me a brochure, I asked her for a photocopy of their price list. While she went to the back to make a photocopy, I stole one of their padded envelopes from the desk. All I had to do, was write Damian’s address on the envelope, seal the diamonds inside, paste a sticky note with courier instructions on the envelope, and drop it between the mail in their tray. I kept an eye on the office before the first time I took you to the cabin to learn the guards’ routines. That’s how I knew the mail was taken on a daily basis.”

      “You took a risk.”

      “A calculated one.” His expression darkens. “You, however—”

      Leaning over, I silence him with a kiss. “I wasn’t going to let you rot in jail.”

      “You’re too brave for your own good. Know that?”

      “In that case,” I give him a sultry smile, “we make a good match. Just don’t ever die on me again. I don’t think I’ll live through another death.”

      Cupping my nape, he pulls me so close our lips almost brush when he says, “I can tell you the same thing.”

      “I promise I won’t pretend to be dead again. Happy?”

      “Very.” He tightens his fingers around my wrist. “However, we’ll have to do something about that appalling name of yours.”

      “What’s wrong with Cindy?” I exclaim with mock indignation.

      “I like Cassandra Hart better.” His mouth tilts into a sexy grin. “Much better.”

      My stomach does a backflip.

      He feathers his lips over mine in the softest of kisses before sucking my bottom lip into his mouth. “Mm,” he murmurs. “I missed this sassy mouth.”

      I inhale sharply, a fire instantly spreading through my belly.

      Ghosting another kiss over my lips, he asks, “Is that a yes?”

      There’s only one answer. There’s only ever been one answer, right from the start. “Yes.”
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      My hair is still damp from my post-workout shower when I arrive at the office. A horde of journalists are gathered outside. I clench my jaw. As much as I hate the vultures, I need them. I don’t fake smiles though as I push my way through the horde, trying not to spill my coffee on my expensive suit.

      “Mr. Hart,” someone says, jabbing a microphone in my face. “Any comments about the death of your brother?”

      I stop. “As for everyone else in the country, it came as a shock.”

      “How do you feel about his death?” someone else asks.

      I squint at the flash going off in my eyes. “We were estranged.”

      “When is the funeral?”

      I grit my teeth. Having to go through the parade is still a thorn in my side, even if it was by my own design. Killing Ian off was my idea after all. “On Saturday.”

      “Will it be public?”

      “No,” I say. “The family wants a private ceremony.” God forbid, we can’t afford another mass gathering like the one Cas orchestrated. Every fucking single woman in the country is mourning Ian Hart’s death. Whatever do they see in my oldest brother?

      A woman elbows a skinny guy out of the way. “Will your sister attend?”

      “My sister is eight months pregnant.” As every person following the story about Ian knows. All of our histories were splashed over the media.

      “I mean later,” the woman says. “Can we expect a visit from her to South Africa?”

      “Not in the foreseeable future.”

      There’s no way Maxime will let her set foot on a plane until the baby is at least ten months old. Overprotective motherfucker. Not allowing me to see my nephew until he’ll be almost a year old bugs me, not that I blame him. I wouldn’t have risked Lina and Josie either. Who knows what microbes one can catch on a plane? It’s best to wait until both mother and baby’s immune systems are stronger.

      The guy who was elbowed fights his way back into my line of vision. “Will you visit them for the birth?”

      Absolutely not. That time is sacred. They’ll need time to adjust, and they deserve time to bond with their baby. I know only too well how jealous I was of my time with Lina when she gave birth. Fuck. The mere thought of my wife in that much pain still rattles me. Next time, she’ll have an epidural. There’ll be no discussions.

      “No more comments,” I say, making my way inside the building.

      The doors close behind me, cutting out the noise. It’s like entering a different world of silence. Thank fuck.

      “Good morning, sir,” my secretary says, standing ready with a warm mug of coffee on the other side of the scanners to replace the lukewarm one in my hand.

      She’s jumpy, and she’s got reason to be. My secretaries don’t last very long. No one seems to survive my prickly temper and perfectionism.

      When I pass through the scanners, she takes the paper cup and hands me the mug. “You have a nine o’clock with the Department of Mineral Resources and Energy.” She dumps the paper cup in a trashcan, coffee and all.

      I bite my tongue not to criticize the act. The coffee should go down the drain, then the cup goes in the recycle bin. There’s a right order of doing things.

      Running alongside me, she rambles on about my appointments for the morning. I tune out her voice. Everything is noted on my calendar.

      Unable to bear her waste of voice any longer, I interrupt her when we stop in front of the elevator. “Mavis.”

      She swallows. “Yes, sir?”

      “I don’t need a verbal reminder of my appointments. I made them. I know who I’m meeting.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The door opens. I let her step inside first.

      When it closes, she clutches her hands in front of her, staring at the top of the door as if a number will light up there.

      Sighing, I make a conscious effort to be more approachable. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Top floor,” I say.

      The elevator jolts, causing the hot coffee to spill over my hand.

      “Motherfucker,” I mumble, shaking drops from the sleeve of my jacket. The white cuff of my shirt is stained brown. For God’s sake. I’ll have to change before my meeting.

      Hold on. Are we going fucking down?

      “Up,” I grit out.

      The elevator continues to descend. It jostles on the first underground parking level. Mavis loses her balance and trots sideways with a yelp. More coffee sloshes over the rim of the mug, the hot liquid burning my wrist.

      “For the love of—” I swallow my curse as another bump shakes us.

      Mavis screams. Fuck, that hurts my eardrum. I grab her elbow and steady her before she trots to the other side of the elevator.

      My irritation boils over. It’s like being in a fucking boat on a rough sea.

      “Tech room,” I say. They better sort out this shit pronto.

      The communication system doesn’t react to my voice command. Cursing up a storm, I shove the mug into Mavis’s hand and pull my phone from my pocket. Of course, there’s no cell phone reception in the elevator.

      “Lovely,” I growl.

      We hit the second underground parking level with a bump that makes even me take a sideway step.

      We wait. Nothing. The elevator jolts again and ascends with a speed that makes my stomach climb into my throat.

      Mavis drops the mug and grabs the rail. Coffee spills over the tiles, splashing on my shoes. The ear of the mug breaks off. The maimed mug rolls over the floor and comes to a stop against the wall.

      “Son of a—”

      The elevator runs through the floors like a rocket and stops at the top. I only know where we are because the floor numbers light up on my phone. It’s an added security measure I thought clever at the time. Now I feel like having the head of my technician on a platter.

      “Open,” I say.

      A sultry, female voice answers. “Ask nicely.”

      Mavis almost swallows her false teeth.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Ask nicely,” the voice repeats.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. Forget the technician. When I get my hands on Leon—that little twat. I can’t think of a harsh enough retribution.

      “Please,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Please, Candy,” the woman says.

      Mavis looks at the ceiling with a frantic expression.

      “Please fucking Candy,” I repeat.

      “Just please Candy will do.”

      “Open the doors or you’ll fucking regret it.”

      “That’s no way to say good morning,” Candy says. “Didn’t you enjoy the ride? I thought you’d say thank you for the little adventure.”

      “If you don’t let me out—”

      “Tsk, tsk, no threats, Mr. Hart. You’ll hurt my feelings.”

      Lips curling, I say. “Fine, Candy. Thank you for the ride. Please let me out.”

      “That’s better,” she says.

      The door opens. Mavis charges out of the elevator like her jacket is on fire. She only manages to compose herself once we’re in the lobby.

      “Shall I call IT, sir?”

      “No,” I say, stalking to my office. “I’ll handle this. And drop the sir.”

      “Yes, Mr. Hart.”

      Turning my eyes toward heaven in a plea for mercy, I slam a palm on the door and barge into my office while dialing Leon on voice command.

      “Brother?” he answers with a drawl.

      “Fix my fucking elevator.”

      “Admit it.” He laughs. “I won.”

      I dump my satchel next to my chair. “You won.”

      “See? It wasn’t that difficult to hijack your elevator. I even managed to do it remotely.”

      “I want to know how.”

      “Ask nicely,” he says, taunting the fuck out of me.

      My tone is flat. “Please.”

      “Fine. You can have your elevator back, but Candy stays.”

      “If you dare—”

      “Uh-uh, no threats. You can do with a bit of loosening up in that stuffy building of yours.”

      “No more Candy.”

      He utters an exaggerated sigh. “Have it your way, but it’ll cost you.”

      I hook a finger under my collar, already seeing red. “Are you fucking blackmailing me?”

      “Tsk, tsk, remember what Candy said about having a stroke.”

      I sink into my chair and stab the button to start up my laptop. “What do you want?”

      “A nice set of diamond earrings.”

      When the app opens, I check the morning’s figures. The cost per carat is up ten percent. Good. “Are you for real?”

      “Never been more serious,” he says with a full mouth, chewing whatever he’s eating for breakfast.

      “I suppose you want four carats.”

      “Nope. Something small. Nothing pretentious.”

      “If I get your diamonds to you, I want to know how you managed to hijack into my system.”

      He smacks his lips. “I’ll send you a full report.”

      “You do that.” I’m about to hang up when curiosity gets the better of me. “Leon?”

      “Huh?”

      “Why would you blackmail me for diamonds you can easily afford to buy from any store?”

      “This is more fun,” he says with a chuckle.

      Shaking my head, I disconnect the call and dial my secretary.

      “Yes, si—I mean, Mr. Hart?”

      “Send Tony up when he has a moment. Tell him to bring the entry level design in our jewelry collection.”

      “Yes, Mr. Hart.”

      My phone pings with an incoming message. I read the text. Ian and Cas landed safely in Zim. Rubbing a hand over my eyes, I lean back in my chair.

      I won’t say we’re buddy-buddy now that Ian and Leon resurfaced from the past. I doubt we’ll ever be. I’m not angry with them for leaving home when they did. I resent them for not keeping in touch after, but I understand why they didn’t. If it weren’t for Zoe, I would’ve done the same. If I were in Leon or Ian’s shoes, I wouldn’t have thought twice about quitting the hovel we called home, but I meant it when I said blood is thicker than water. There’s nothing I won’t do for any one of them.

      Swiveling my chair, I look out over the yellow mine dumps in the distance. Fucking Leon. A smile plucks at my lips. Loud, boisterous laughter erupts from my chest. Leon has talent, that’s for sure. Who could’ve guessed that geeky kid who loved playing chess would turn into a criminal app developer? And Ian. He was born a thief. He shoplifted from long before he was old enough to safely cross the street alone. He’ll die a thief, which is why I’m keeping my diamonds locked very far away when he’s around. Zoe is naïve, innocent, but she has Maxime to look out for her. Even if I don’t like the Frenchman, I have to admit he’s doing a good job. Me? I wasn’t born with pickpocketing talents or geeky skills. I was born with ambition. Ian has his lodge, Leon has his apps, and Zoe has her designs. I suppose you could say I have my diamonds, but it’s never been about the diamonds. It’s always been about a woman. For me, for Ian, and if those earrings are anything to go by, for Leon too.

      Of all of them, I’m the luckiest bastard, because I have Lina.
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      The maize stands tall next to the river. The blades shine the new green of young leaves in the glow of the sun. The women’s sickles fall rhythmically on the grass they’re cutting. Their labor song rises to the sky and meets the rushing of the river. A cow moos on the hill. The sounds are tranquil and unhurried. They’re a far cry from the traffic and trains in the city. Things happen at a slower pace here. The lodge has always felt like home, but now there’s also peace.

      Cas’s platinum hair shines in the golden light as she crouches in a plowed row and runs the soil through her fingers. They’re planting okra this year.

      The villagers are doing well. Vimbo is going to the high school in town in January. It’s only August, but Lesedi has already enrolled him to secure his place. Shona is still running the kitchen and Wataida the grounds. Banga finally met a young man from Malawi who’s living with him on the property.

      On the other side of the border, Oliver runs the Livingstone Casino with an iron fist. He’s still doing the occasional laundering for us when I need to convert cash into a different currency. The redheads finally left him for a Sheik they met at one of his infamous birthday parties. Since then, he’s been sulking like a bear with a sore paw. Who would’ve thought the girls meant that much to him? I guess in his case it’s a question of not knowing what you have until you’ve lost it.

      We’ve been back for six months. Our comeback caused quite a commotion. Shona and Banga followed what happened in South Africa in the news. At first, they were convinced they were staring at two ghosts. It took some time to convince them Cas is real and I’m still a man of flesh and bones. After we told them what happened, the villagers tracked Danai down at a village near Kadoma. Shona paid her a visit. Shortly after, we learned Danai died from a puff adder bite. Apparently, the snake was found in her bed.

      The animals are doing great. The cheetah had a cub. The antelope and zebras have multiplied. The farm is prospering. Cas and I live in the big bungalow and eat our meals at the main building. There’s always someone from the village dropping in for lunch or dinner. I can’t say we’re bored, but for the last couple of weeks there’s been a restlessness inside me. I’ve never suffered from the condition before. Then again, I’ve never been in the same place for this long.

      Cas lifts her head, catching me watching her from where I lean against the Jeep on the top of the hill. We’re still connected in that way. I don’t have to see, hear, or smell her perfume to know when she enters a room. I feel her under my skin. She’s a permanent presence in my chest. Since we left Joburg, we’ve been joined at the hip. I can’t bring myself to go anywhere without her. The slightest separation causes me massive panic attacks. Maybe it’s coming as close as I did to losing her. Maybe it’s a selfish need to have her all to myself. Even when she visits Lesedi, I hang around the chicken coop, pretending to fix the fence. If Cas wants to go to the shebeen, I’m the first offering to drive her.

      Straightening, she dusts her hands on her jeans. Her smile reaches me long before she does as she makes her way over.

      “Hey,” she says, breathless from the climb up the hill.

      I push off the Jeep. “Hey.”

      “What are you doing here so early?”

      “I finished your dance studio.”

      “Thank you.” Her blue eyes sparkle. “I can’t wait to try it out.”

      “It should keep you fit.”

      She bites her lip as her mouth curves into a smile. “Mm. It’s important to stay in shape.”

      For a while, we simply stand there, drinking in each other.

      “Want to go for a ride?” I ask, pushing down that itchy feeling that’s forever present these days like a thorn under my skin.

      “Yeah.” She smiles up at me, giving me her hand.

      I help her into the driver’s seat and take the passenger side, because my girl likes to drive. As she does so often, especially at sunset, she drives toward the outlook point and parks next to the cross. My chest tightens. The day I look at that cross and not feel pain may never arrive, but that’s all right. It’s my way of paying tribute to our unborn child. It’s hard for Cas too, but she’s a lot better at dealing with her emotions than I am. I suppose letting it out is a healthier way of handling grief. I carry mine inside. It’s just the way I’m wired.

      She gets out and walks to the cross, staring out at the water.

      “There are no hippos today,” she says when I stop next to her.

      I follow her gaze. “Garai spotted them closer to the jetty.”

      Crossing her arms, she turns to face me. “What’s up?”

      I look away from the water, giving her my full attention. “Who says anything is up?”

      “I know you, Ian Hart. Something is eating you.”

      I wipe the long side of my hair from my face. How much do I tell her? I don’t want to give her the wrong impression and make her think I’m unhappy to be here with her, because nothing can be further from the truth.

      “Just say it like it is,” she says. “I can take it.”

      I consider that. Yeah, I’m still to dish out something she can’t take. She drives, shoots, farms, and manages the lodge by my side. She single-handedly organized my escape, for fuck’s sake. Sure, Damian and Leon helped her, and then Damian undermined her, but it was her idea. If not for this brave, beautiful woman, I wouldn’t be standing here today.

      I give her the truth. She deserves nothing less. “I guess I feel like a gypsy who’s been parked on the same patch of soil for months.”

      Her lips part. “You’re bored?”

      “I’m not sure you can call it bored. Maybe I’m suffering from a little cabin fever.”

      She snorts. “Says the man who wanted to lock me in his bungalow for the rest of my life.”

      Cupping the back of her neck, I draw her closer. “You know I never would’ve been able to do that. I can barely manage an hour without you.”

      The light in those pretty blue eyes soften. “Let’s go on a trip.”

      I rub a thumb over her nape, enjoying the feel of her soft skin. “A trip?”

      She shivers. “Yeah, like going on holiday.” She adds with enthusiasm, “To the Maldives or Tahiti.”

      I can’t help but smile. “You want to go to the Maldives?”

      She wraps her arms around my waist. “I’m perfectly happy here, but I’m happy to go wherever you want.”

      I draw her closer still, letting her feel how hard she makes me. “I was thinking more along the lines of Europe.”

      She frowns. “Europe?”

      “You still have those diamonds to sell. We can find a buyer in Paris and see the Eiffel Tower. Kill two birds with one stone.”

      “You want to steal something,” she deadpans.

      “Yes,” I admit, “and I think you’re ready.”

      Fireworks go off in her eyes. “What are we stealing?”

      “An ostrich.”

      She drops her arms and takes a step back, staring at me like I’ve gone mad. “An ostrich?”

      “Not just any old ostrich. The Sheik of Omar’s ostrich.”

      She gapes. “What is the Sheik of Omar doing with an ostrich?”

      “He runs races. The bets on those races amount to millions. He calls it his golden ostrich. The bird has never lost a race.”

      “He’ll lose shitloads of money if we steal his golden ostrich, but what do we get out of it?” She adds, “Except for the ostrich?”

      “An ostrich population for the farm.”

      She narrows her eyes. “You need a female for that.”

      “I can get one from Oudtshoorn.”

      Propping her hands on her hips, she gives me a stern look. “You can get a male from Oudtshoorn too. Do you have a vendetta against the sheik?”

      “No.”

      “Then what’s really in it for us?”

      I grin. “A challenge.” When her brow doesn’t smooth out, I continue. “The race is taking place in Paris. The sheik will fly his bird out in a private plane. We can easily snatch it at the airport.”

      Laughing, she says, “I can’t believe you’re trying to talk me into stealing a bird.”

      I arch a brow. “The bird will be much happier here. He’d never have to race again. Unless he wanted to, of course.”

      “Or unless a lion chases him.”

      Wrapping my fingers around her wrist, I pull her back to me. “That’s nature. You can’t change it. Besides, ostriches make excellent guard dogs.”

      “So do crocodiles.”

      “Crocodiles don’t wander all the way to the gates.”

      “Ian Hart, what am I going to do with you?”

      “Come on this mission with me. If it works, we go for something bigger.”

      “Something bigger, huh?”

      “The Louvre maybe.”

      She slaps my arm. “Shame on you. That’s why you want to drag me to Paris. It’s not about the ostrich. It’s about sussing out the Louvre.”

      “Reconnaissance,” I say in an appeasing tone. “An important part of any mission.”

      She’s smiling from ear to ear. “Okay. You win. I’m in.”

      I drop my hand to her hip. “You are?”

      “Yes,” she says, laughing as I dip her low, but she quickly stops laughing when I chase after her lips.

      I steal a kiss, giving her a preview of what I have in mind. “I’m in for the long haul, baby doll. You better believe that.”

      “I do.” She splays her hand. The diamond on her finger catches the rays of the setting sun. “I have the ring to prove it.”

      Hooking her thigh around my ass, I hold her steady with an arm around her waist. “I can think of another way of proving it.”

      “Then do,” she says, daring me.

      We go down to the ground. I don’t care about the soil or dirt. I don’t care about anything as long as I get to do it with her.

      “You know what?” I ask as I go for my zipper.

      “Tell me,” she says, catching my face between her palms.

      I do. I kiss that sweet spot behind her ear and tell her again. “You’re mine.”

      

      
        
        ~ THE END ~
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      Dear reader,

      

      Thank you for embarking on Cas and Ian’s journey. If you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a short review (only a couple of lines will do!) on your preferred vendor site. Every review makes a huge difference in helping other readers discover the book.
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      For updates on my future books, special deals, and exclusive offers, please join my newsletter. You’ll find my Facebook group and social media links in About the Author. I look forward to staying in touch. :-)
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      Excerpt from White Nights

      

      Turning away from the sink, I look back at the wounded man, making sure everything is okay with him before I go check on my other patients.

      At that moment, I catch a pair of steely blue eyes looking at me.

      It’s one of the men standing near the victim, likely one of his relatives. Visitors are generally not allowed in the hospital at night, but the ER is an exception.

      Instead of looking away, as most people will when caught staring, the man continues to study me.

      Both intrigued and slightly annoyed, I study him back.

      He’s tall, well over six feet in height, and broad-shouldered. He’s not handsome in the traditional sense. That’s too weak of a word to describe him. Instead, he’s magnetic.

      Power. That’s what comes to mind when I look at him. It’s there in the arrogant tilt of his head, in the way he looks at me so calmly, utterly sure of himself and his ability to control all around him. I don’t know who he is or what he does, but I doubt he’s a pencil pusher in some office. This is a man used to issuing orders and having them obeyed.

      His clothes fit him well and look expensive. Maybe even custom made. He’s wearing a gray trench coat, dark gray pants with a subtle pinstripe, and a pair of black Italian leather shoes. His brown hair is cut short, almost military style. The simple haircut suits his face, revealing hard, symmetric features. He has high cheekbones and a blade of a nose with a slight bump, as though it had been broken once.

      I have no idea how old he is. His face is unlined, but there’s no boyishness to it. No softness whatsoever, not even in the curve of his mouth. I guess his age to be early thirties, but he can just as easily be twenty-five or forty.

      He doesn’t fidget or look uncomfortable as our staring contest continues. He simply stands there quietly, completely still, his blue gaze trained on me.

      To my shock, my heart rate picks up as a tingle of heat runs down my spine. It’s as though the temperature in the room has jumped ten degrees. All of a sudden, the atmosphere becomes intensely sexual, making me aware of myself as a woman in a way I’ve never experienced. I can feel the silky material of my matching underwear set brushing between my legs and against my breasts. My entire body seems flushed and sensitized, my nipples pebbling underneath my layers of clothing.

      Holy shit.

      So that’s what it feels like to be attracted to someone. It’s not rational and logical. There’s no meeting of minds and hearts involved. No, the urge is basic and primitive. My body has sensed his on some animal level, and it wants to mate.

      He feels it too. It shows in the way his blue eyes darken, lids partially lowering, and in the way his nostrils flare as though trying to catch my scent. His fingers twitch, curl into fists, and I somehow know he’s trying to control himself, to avoid reaching for me right then and there.

      If we were alone, I have no doubt he’d be on me already.

      Still staring at the stranger, I back away. The strength of my response to him is frightening, unsettling. We’re in the middle of the ER, surrounded by people, and all I can think about is hot, sheet-twisting sex. I have no idea who he is, whether he’s married or single. For all I know, he’s a criminal or an asshole. Or a cheating scumbag like Tony. If anyone has taught me to think twice before trusting a man, it’s my ex-boyfriend. I don’t want to get involved with anyone so soon after my last, disastrous relationship. I don’t want that kind of complication in my life again.

      The tall stranger clearly has other ideas.

      At my cautious retreat, he narrows his eyes, his gaze becoming sharper, more focused. Then he comes toward me, his stride graceful for such a large man. There’s something panther-like in his leisurely movements, and for a second, I feel like a mouse getting stalked by a big cat. Instinctively, I take another step back, and his hard mouth tightens with displeasure.

      Dammit, I’m acting like a coward.

      I stop backing away and stand my ground instead, straightening to my full five-foot-seven height. I’m always the calm and capable one, handling high-stress situations with ease, yet I’m behaving like a schoolgirl confronted with her first crush. Yes, the man makes me uncomfortable, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. What’s the worst he can do? Ask me out on a date?

      Nevertheless, my hands shake slightly as he approaches, stopping less than two feet away. This close, he’s even taller than I thought, a few inches over six feet. I’m not a short woman, but I feel tiny standing in front of him. It’s not a feeling I enjoy.

      “You’re very good at your job.” His voice is deep and a little rough, tinged with some Eastern European accent. Just hearing it makes my insides shiver in a strangely pleasurable way.

      “Thank you,” I say, a bit uncertainly. I am good at my job, but I didn’t expect a compliment from this stranger.

      “You took care of Igor well. Thank you for that.”

      Igor must be the gunshot patient. It’s a foreign-sounding name. Russian, perhaps? That would explain the stranger’s accent. Although he speaks English fluently, he’s not a native speaker.

      “Of course.” I’m proud of the steadiness of my tone. Hopefully, the man won’t realize how he affects me. “I hope he recovers quickly. Is he a relative?”

      “My bodyguard.”

      Wow. I was right. This man is a big fish. Does that mean—

      “Was he shot in the course of duty?” I ask, holding my breath.

      “He took a bullet meant for me, yes.” His tone is matter-of-fact, but I get a sense of suppressed rage underneath those words.

      I swallow hard. “Did you already speak to the police?”

      “I gave them a brief statement. I will talk to them in more detail once Igor is stabilized and regains consciousness.”

      I nod, not knowing what to say to that. The man standing in front of me was nearly assassinated today. What is he? Some mafia boss? A political figure?

      If I had any doubts about the wisdom of exploring this strange attraction between us, they’re gone. This stranger is bad news, and I need to stay as far away from him as possible.

      “I wish your bodyguard a speedy recovery,” I say in a falsely cheerful tone. “Barring any complications, he should be fine.”

      “Thanks to you.”

      I give him a half-smile and take a step to the side, hoping to walk around the man and go to my next patient.

      He shifts his stance, blocking my way. “I’m Alex Volkov,” he says quietly. “And you are?”

      My pulse picks up. The male intent in his question makes me nervous. Hoping he’ll get the hint, I say, “Just a nurse working here.”

      He doesn’t catch on, or he pretends not to. “What’s your name?”

      He’s certainly persistent. I take a deep breath. “I’m Katherine Morrell. If you’ll excuse me—”

      “Katherine,” he repeats, his accent lending the familiar syllables an exotic edge. His hard mouth softens a bit. “Katerina. It’s a beautiful name.”

      “Thank you. I really have to go.”

      I’m increasingly anxious to get away. He’s too large, too potently male. I need space and some room to breathe. His nearness is overpowering, making me edgy and restless, leaving me craving something that I know will be bad for me.

      “You have your job to do. I understand,” he says, looking vaguely amused.

      Still, he doesn’t move out of my way. Instead, as I watch in shock, he raises one large hand and brushes his knuckles over my cheek.

      I freeze as a wave of heat zaps through my body. His touch is light, but I feel branded by it, shaken to the core.

      “I would like to see you again, Katerina,” he says softly, dropping his hand. “When does your shift end tonight?”

      I stare at him, feeling like I’m losing control of the situation. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?” His blue eyes narrow. “Are you married?”

      I’m tempted to lie, but honesty wins out. “No, but I’m not interested in dating right now.”

      “Who said anything about dating?”

      I blink. I assumed—

      He lifts his hand again, stopping me mid-thought. This time, he picks up a strand of my hair, rubbing it between his fingers.

      “I don’t date, Katerina,” he murmurs, his accented voice oddly mesmerizing. “But I would like to take you to bed. And I think you’d like that too.”
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        Standalone Novel

        Beauty in the Broken

        Six years ago, Harold Dalton framed me for theft and sent me to jail to steal my diamond discovery. He gave his daughter to Jack Clarke in exchange for the excavation rights. Today I’m walking free, and I’m coming for him with a vengeance. Six years of cruelty make beasts out of men. I’m going to take back what he stole from me, and more. I’m not interested in his properties or shares. I don’t want his small change. I want his biggest asset. Beautiful, mentally unstable, Angelina Dalton-Clarke.

      

        

      
        Worth billions, she’s the wealthiest widow in the country, and also the craziest. Her self-harming tendencies had Jack declare her incompetent before he put a gun to his head and blew out his brains. Lina isn’t allowed to touch a cent of her riches. Her father manages her finances. He has all the signing power. As her husband, that chore will fall to me. But if she thinks I only want her for her money, she’s sadly mistaken.

      

        

      
        Diamonds are Forever Trilogy

      

        

      
        Diamonds in the Dust (Book 1)

        Men like us, we see things.

        We do things, things that make us unfeeling.

      

        

      
        That’s the price of power and money, of living la belle vie and running the French mafia. Then she came along like a pretty wildflower pushing through the cracks on a dirty pavement—fragile yet resilient, a breath of beauty among the filth. She was supposed to be just another job, a nameless person I was to pluck from her life and hand to my brother, nothing but a pawn in the gamble of our diamond business.

      

        

      
        There’s a psychological label for men like us.

        We lack empathy and guilt.

        We do things to have what we want, things that make flowers wilt.

      

        

      
        Diamonds in the Rough (Book 2)

        Girls like me, we know how to survive.

        We each have our own little ways, but we acquire those skills at the same tender age.

      

        

      
        If you ask me how many times a person can die, I’ll tell you many times. As many times as a man stabs you in the stomach with betrayal and wrings out your heart with lies.

      

        

      
        Girls like me, we live.

        We don’t get a choice.

        We step over the cliff and fall.

        Eat, sleep, die, and repeat.

      

        

      
        Diamonds are Forever (Book 3)

        My love is wasted like gemstones in the dust, walked over by an oblivious shoe. It takes many suffering years and layers of mountains to squeeze carbon into a precious stone. Now that I’m polished and hard like a diamond, he doesn’t get to kick me back into the dirt.

      

        

      
        Men like him don’t love women like me.

        They don’t love.

        Period.

      

        

      
        But he made me.

        He’ll live with me.

        Because diamonds are forever.
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        Stolen Lust (Book 1) – 13 April 2021

        Ian Hart is the most notorious criminal in the country. Like the thief he is, he came in the dark and stole a night of my life.

      

        

      
        He left me with souvenirs. Disaster and fear are my new realities. I’ll forever look over my shoulder, terrified he’d return, because when he took me, he stole more than just a few hours of my time.

      

        

      
        His crime has consequences neither of us could’ve imagined. If I’m to escape the nightmare of my life, I have to outsmart him. If I’m to survive, I have to outwit every enemy he’s turned against me, including Ian himself, the most dangerous and cleverest man I know.

      

        

      
        Stolen Life (Book 2) – 18 May 2021

        Ian Hart stole a night of my life but he took so much more. His obsession pinned a label on me. His lust put me in an impossible situation. Now I have to choose sides. I have to decide between right and wrong. Only, no matter what choice I make, each comes with dreadful consequences. There’s only one way this can end—how every tragedy ends.

      

        

      
        Stolen Love (Book 3)

        Once upon a time, a thief stole me in the middle of the night. He took what he wanted, gave me an illusion, and ripped it all away to claim his ultimate trophy. My heart may be physically weak, but fighting to live made me stronger. I won’t perish as easily as that. I’m turning the tables on him. After all, I learned from the best. I’m robbing him of what he stole from me.
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        White Nights (Book 1) – 14 September 2021

      

        

      
        Power. That’s what I think of when I spot him across the ER. Power and danger.

      

        

      
        One of the wealthiest Russian oligarchs, Alex Volkov is as ruthless as he is magnetic. He always gets what he wants, and what he wants is me, in his bed.

      

        

      
        He’s the kind of trouble every woman should run from. The bullet his bodyguard took for him proves that.

      

        

      
        I should stay far away, but for one night, I give in to temptation. Before I know it, he’s pulling me deeper into his world of excess and violence, invading not only my life but my heart.

      

        

      
        How much trust can I place in a man so dangerous? How much do I dare risk for his love?
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        (Enemies-to-Lovers Dark Romance)

        Darker Than Love

      

        

      
        Once upon a cold, dark night, a Russian killer stole me from an alley. I’m dangerous, but he is lethal. I escaped once. He won’t let me do it twice. 

         

        The revenge is his. The betrayal is mine. But so are the lies to protect the ones I love.

         

        We’re cut from the same twisted cloth. Both merciless. Both damaged. In his embrace, I find hell and heaven, his cruelly tender touch destroying and uplifting me at once.

         

        They say a cat has nine lives, but an assassin has just one. And Yan Ivanov now owns mine.

      

        

      
        (Second Chance Romance)

        Catch Me Twice

        If a man tells you he’s no good for you, best heed the warning. I learned the hard way. I had Jake Basson’s baby. He left to chase his dream. Now he’s back, demanding a second chance, but why should I give him anything after four years of nothing? No correspondence, no news. I finally have my life back on track. Jake has never been uncomplicated. He never follows the rules. I should’ve known he’d play dirty in his war to win me back. He caught me once. I’m not going to let him catch me twice.
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        Dubious (Book 1)

        I’m a loan shark. Breaking people is in my blood. The Haynes’s were supposed to be a straightforward job. Go in and pull the trigger twice. One bullet for Charlie, one for his sister. But when I saw Valentina, I wanted her. Only, in our world, those who owe us don’t get second chances. No way in hell will my mother let her live. So I devised a plan to keep her.

      

        

      
        It’s depraved.

        It’s immoral.

        It’s dubious.

      

        

      
        It’s perfect.

        Just like her.

      

        

      
        Consent (Book 2)

        When Gabriel broke down my door, he took over my body and life. Never with force, but always with clever manipulation. He stripped me of my independence, my defenses, and my clothes and turned me into an addict. My addiction is him.

      

        

      
        Once, I had dreams and a future. Now I have fears, scars, and insatiable needs. I’m damaged beyond repair, but if I’m to survive the most dangerous man in Johannesburg, I can’t allow him to break me, because broken toys are destined for the garbage dump.
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        Old Enough (Book 1)

        Society says I'm too young for her. What do they know? It's not my age that matters. It's my experience. I’m everything she never knew she needed. Meeting her was no coincidence. How and why our paths crossed are every shade of twisted and wrong, but she’ll never know. I'm taking those sinister secrets to my grave. I’m keeping her forever, no matter what it takes.

      

        

      
        Young Enough (Book 2)

        I thought I’d lost everything. My life was in tatters when a man half my age broke into my property and invaded my future. Our love is forbidden, but I’m single and he’s all the taboo I crave. For once in my life, why not? But what if I start wanting more than a fleeting love affair? What if his secrets will destroy me? I had no idea how much more I was about to lose.
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        The Krinar Experiment

        When Drako’s space pod malfunctions over Johannesburg, his secret reconnaissance mission goes horribly wrong. Wounded in the crash, he’s captured by the South African Secret Service who sees an opportunity to strengthen their army and make a fortune by using the alien pilot in an unorthodox experiment. They send a female to tend to Drako’s injuries, a human girl with the pretty name of Ilse who’s sweet and caring. The perfume of her skin is like a drug, her blood an aphrodisiac. He can still smell her and taste her on his tongue. Her betrayal cuts deeper than the testing and torture. No matter. His escape is pending. When he comes back to Earth, it will be to find her, and when he does, he’ll show as little mercy as she did.

      

        

      
        These are the events that led to the Krinar Earth Invasion. This is the untold story.

      

      

      
        
        The Krinar’s Informant

        Zavir is a guardian. He’s the best the Krinar has. His assigned vocation is to uncover the Resistance movements popping up around the earth, and eliminate them. New information about a fast-growing Resistance camp sends him to Costa Rica, home of the largest Krinar Center. His informant is a human girl. She wants to make a deal—her traitorous family’s lives in exchange for information—but Zavir doesn’t make deals, and he takes no prisoners. When the time comes to wipe out the secret organization, his pretty, innocent little mole will learn the truth. She made a deal with the devil, and the price is something far more tantalizing than information.
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        (Paranormal Romance)

      

        

      
        (Each book has a HEA, but there’s also a series arc. The series must be read in order.)

      

        

      
        Pyromancist (Book 1, Fire)

        Fifty houses have been burned to the ground in a fisherman’s village in France. Who would do such a thing? Why target the quiet little village? The police say it’s arson, but their forensic scientists can’t find the cause. If Clelia isn’t the guilty party, then why did the fires start at the same time as her sleepwalking? Why is she dreaming about Joss, her secret childhood crush who abandoned their village nine years earlier? She doesn’t know why Joss is coming for her in her nightmare. All she knows is that she has to run. As fast as she can.

      

        

      
        Aeromancist, The Beginning (Book 2, Prequel)

        All that Russian aeromancist Lann Dréan wants is to enjoy a month of peace in the privately owned monastery in Santiago he is turning into a home. When an American literature student walks into his library of antique books, his holiday intentions change. The untouchable Lann is inexplicably enraptured. For all his famed control, he can’t stay away from Katherine White.

        Gifted with a hunted talent and a price on his head, the best Lann can offer Kat are thirty days of unrivalled passion before returning to his paranormal crime task force in New York. If Kat consents to his terms, she will agree to walk away on Day Thirty. Forever. But his uncontainable desire comes with an unforeseen and devastating price.

      

        

      
        Aeromancist (Book 3, Air)

        He’s known as the Weatherman. Lann Dréan is the last of his kind. With a price on his head and hunted for a power he shouldn’t possess, he can’t promise any woman forever. All he can offer Katherine White is thirty days of passion. But his uncontainable desire comes with an unforeseen price. Lann’s lust will cost Kat everything. Now he’ll do anything to save her from the terrifying fate he’s brought upon her.

      

        

      
        Hydromancist (Book 4, Water)

        Tough and invincible Maya Martin is part of Cain Jones’s paranormal crime task force. Her ability to manipulate water makes the South African born hydromancist an invaluable asset to the team. When AK-47s are smuggled from Mexico to Zimbabwe via Costa Rica, Maya is sent on a mission to destroy the arms and expose the syndicate. Her main suspect is the Australian ambassador, Timothy Fardel. The dark side of his personality is not the hidden truth Maya expected. Neither are the emotions that get in the way. Faced with honoring her oath or following her heart, Maya has to make the most difficult choice of her life.
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