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      He’s forbidden, dangerous, and everything that’s bad for me. More than that, the life he leads is exactly why I’d been on the run.

      The seductive and powerful air around him is what drew me in, the reminder of what could have and should have been years ago.

      His dark gaze riddled with desire could always see through me. Deep down to the core of what I craved most. To be his.

      And so I agreed. I came back. I chose him even when I knew I shouldn’t.

      If only it were so easy to forget the past. If only our mistakes didn’t hold on to us, harder and more violently than we could hold on to each other.

      Seductive is an extension of Addison and Daniel’s story, Possessive. Although it can be read on its own, it’s recommended you start with Possessive.
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      I knew when I came back here that I was making a choice.  I was choosing Daniel over everything.  Over the life I’d live without him and where I’d live it — far away from here and these memories.

      Men like him come with those kinds of complications.

      Men like him are…  There are many words I could use to describe him.  The most fundamental statement, though, is so easily admitted and it’s the very reason I chose him.

      Men like him need to be loved or the damage will consume them.  More than anything.  In this cruel world he’s cemented into, with a tragic past and ruthless tasks ahead, he needed to be loved.  He still does…

      My gaze lingers on what looks like carrots or sweet potatoes, some sort of orange mush in tiny little glass jars.  The packs are stacked high on the shelf.  The black and white silhouette of a smiling baby stares back at me and I have to push my cart forward, listening to the quiet squeaks of the turning wheels as I think about how I ended up here.

      I was reckless, that’s how.

      Grocery shopping with Daniel wasn’t one of the things I was considering when I returned to where I grew up.  I was thinking of the drugs, the violence, his brothers, and how powerful they’ve become.  It wasn’t like this back then.  Not at all.  It wasn’t this bad.  Back then, I thought they’d grow out of it one day.  At least that’s what I’d hoped.  I didn’t think they’d eventually come to rule this merciless world.

      It’s all surreal.  Every day since I’ve been back has brought a fear and tension that’s seeping into my every waking moment.

      He knows.  That’s why I’m here.

      Shopping for milk and orange juice feels like a sham.  Like for a moment, I can maybe pretend this past week didn’t happen.  As if the white noise from the man on the intercom can drown out the sounds of the last six months.

      “Feel like you’re playing house, now?”  Daniel quips as I stop and watch him settle a jar of salsa, two bags of tortillas, and a case of something else into the half-full cart.  His tone is optimistic.

      “I didn’t say ‘playing house,’” I correct him and note how cold it feels along with how dull my heart beats.

      I wish I could fix my face right now; I wish I could smile and pretend like it’s all fine, like they all do, but it’s not and I’m finding it difficult to hide it from him.  Especially after what just happened.  I could deal with it; I was dealing with it.  But things change.  And the past month changed everything.

      He doesn’t hide a damn thing from me anymore, so it’d be unfair to hide from him.  But what’s left for him to see isn’t what I want to be there.

      I’m still staring blankly at the case beneath the bags of chips when his muscular forearm cuts off my vision.  His strong hand wraps over mine on the handle of the cart and his other grips my chin, lifting it up.  I have to look away from his rolled-up sleeve and into his dark eyes.  With his rough stubble in need of a shave, and his hair messy on top, he looks as rough as I feel.  Rough looks damn sexy on Daniel Cross though.  It always has; it’s who he’s meant to be.

      “I know it’s been hard,” he says, and his voice is low and calm, his gaze soft and comforting.

      “Hard?”  I force a smile to my lips as the bottom one wobbles and he looks past me, dropping his grip on my chin.  I’m quick to reach out and take his hand though.  I just need to feel him.  “I’m sorry,” I tell him quickly.  That’s what I am: sorry, pathetic, weak.  The list goes on.  I knew what he had become.  What they had become.  And I still chose to come back.  I did this.  It was my fault.  But a lie slips out instead.  It’s easier to deal with it if I lie to myself the way he lies to me.  “I didn’t know what I was coming back to and it’s been…”

      “Hard,” he answers for me.

      “Stressful,” I correct him and the tension grows tenfold between us.  I look up to my right when I notice motionless figures and feel their eyes on us.  My own are pricking, distraught from what’s happened and how much I’m losing.

      I can hear the harsh swallow Daniel makes and I watch the cords in his neck tighten as he holds my hand in his.  He lifts my hand to his lips and then kisses my knuckles.  One by one.

      “It’ll be okay,” he whispers against my skin, and all the warmth from those words travels through me, calming me.  Making me feel lighter, as if I believe him wholeheartedly.

      It doesn’t change what happened.

      Nothing can ever change what happened, but we have a choice about how we handle it.  I’m starting to think I made the wrong one.

      That’s why I hold his hand longer than he holds mine.  That’s why I stand there watching him leave when he tells me he’s getting the rest of what’s on the list and says for me to just get the bread.  I don’t miss the depth in his eyes, the distance that lingers.  Every day, he’s farther away from me.  He knows.  He can feel it too.  It’s like the slow unraveling of thick twine.  It’s obvious and torturous to watch.

      It wasn’t this way when we were just teenagers.  It wasn’t like this at all.

      The power he and his brothers now have comes with violence I’ve never seen before and a harshness that’s required to survive.  Shopping for fucking groceries is his way of showing me it’s normal, it’s okay, that life is more than that brutal side of the Cross brothers and what they do.

      I can’t look past the darkness though.  It’s never going to feel “okay.”  This sense of danger that lingers in my blood is always going to be there.

      I have to find my place with it.  That’s not something he can help me with.  I have tried.  I thought I was there.  I was wrong.

      It’s caused damage I can’t take back.  That’s what hurts the most.  I can’t take this last month back.

      “You all right?”  A deep baritone voice from behind me startles me.  With a quick intake of breath and my hand reaching up to my rapidly beating heart, I turn around to see a man standing there.  He’s older, maybe in his late forties.  Kind eyes with gentle lines surrounding them meet mine.

      It takes me a moment to realize when he arches his brow that he’s waiting for my response.

      With a few blinks to bring my mind back to the present and a shake of my head, I tell him, “Fine, sorry.”

      I push my cart forward thinking I’m blocking his path, but he doesn’t have a cart and he doesn’t seem to have any intention to move either.  His boot-clad feet are firmly planted and my eyes move from them, up his dark-wash jeans and button-down white shirt to his questioning gaze.

      “I’m fine.”  My voice is stern and carries a harshness I don’t like to use with strangers when I repeat myself; this guy needs to stay the hell out of my business.

      When he crosses his arms, I can tell he has some muscle to him.  The cotton fabric tightens around his biceps, just as my hands do on the handle of the cart.  There’s an air to him that changes, a knowingness about him that sends a chill down my spine.

      It’s a look I recognize.  It’s a look I don’t like.  The type of look that makes me want to run.

      “I don’t think you are fine,” he challenges and the bitterness of having this man judge me creeps into the snide response I’m ready to spit out at him.  He continues, stopping my words and any breath I was daring to take.  “I know he’s a murderer.  I know he killed your foster father.  And it looks like you’re having a difficult time dealing with things… just from my perspective, Miss Fawn.”

      That prick that has crawled slowly down my spine flows over my body in a single wave, nearly buckling my knees.  I can feel the color drain from my face.  Slowly, just like the twine fraying and unraveling.  I don’t know who this man is, but I know damn well I shouldn’t be talking to him.

      I have to concentrate on keeping my breathing steady — in and out — and focus on not reacting.

      Murderer.

      My foster father.

      Daniel didn’t kill him.

      My eyes dart to the man and I try to hold his prying gaze.

      My head wants to shake just slightly, it wants to deny what he’s saying, but it can’t.  I can’t react.  I can’t show him a damn thing.

      Daniel didn’t murder him though.  That happened years ago.  Before I ever even thought of leaving this place, before everything else happened.  I want to speak the words, the need to defend Daniel pushing the words toward the tip of my tongue.

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek instead, screaming in my head to stay silent.  But silence brings questions.  Not just mine but also this man’s.

      I’ve never questioned my foster father’s death.  It was a burglary.  That’s what the news said.

      The Cross brothers are good at covering things up.  I’ve heard and seen things though.  Especially recently.

      I know what Daniel’s capable of and what he’ll do out of anger.  I know he loved me back then.  What my foster father did…  That’s the second reason I stay bitterly quiet, even as the questions choke me.  I hate even thinking of that man.  I was only a child and he was a predator.  I’d rather spit on his gravestone than mention his name.

      The third reason I keep biting the inside of my cheek until I taste a tinge of blood is the most important.  The man who stands silent in front of me knows more than I do.  I may be the sorry excuse for a woman Daniel’s chosen to be his wife, but I’m not stupid.  I’m smart enough to know when to keep my mouth shut.  So I do.  I stand there, waiting to see if a threat comes.

      Near silence reigns with only the steady hum of the coolers behind us as I stare back at him.

      After a moment, his lips kick up into an asymmetric smile.  “Did you not know?” he questions but doesn’t wait for a response.  “Maybe you didn’t know then, but you know now.”  His eyes narrow as he nods, persuading me to believe him.

      “Who are you?”  It’s the first question I imagine Daniel asking when I tell him what happened.

      “Cody Walsh. Your boyfriend knows who I am.”

      “Fiancé,” I correct him.

      His forehead scrunches when he stares down at my hand, the one lacking a ring, and subconsciously, my thumb runs over my ring finger.

      “Congratulations,” he comments.  His demeanor has completely changed with every passing minute that he scrutinizes me, trying to determine where my place is in this world.

      Truth be told, I have no idea what he’ll find; I’m still trying to figure that out myself.

      “Addison Fawn … soon-to-be Addison Cross,” he says but doesn’t infuse any type of emotion into the statement.  It’s only matter-of-fact.  “Any relation to Bethany Fawn?”

      Confusion travels over my face as I try to recall a Bethany of any sort.

      “Oh, you don’t know that either?  She’s the woman Jase, your fiancé’s brother, has been seeing.”  Again, I don’t answer, and I try to keep from giving him any response in my expression.  He only smirks as he walks past me, letting me know to tell Daniel he said hi.

      “Will do,” I manage to bite out without an ounce of resentment as I accept his challenge.

      I didn’t know Daniel’s brother was seeing anyone.  I sure as hell don’t know a Bethany Fawn.  Apparently, I don’t know a lot of things.

      What I do know is already destroying me.
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      A hint of lemon in the wood polish invades my lungs as I breathe in deep, gripping the armrests of the wingback chair.

      I can’t look at my brothers, neither of them.  I’m breaking down.  The farther away Addison is, the worse I crumble.  If they look too closely, if I speak too loudly, they’ll see every fucking crack.

      Too bad I can’t help myself during this bitch of a conversation.

      “We have a soft truce.”  Carter’s voice is calm, but he knows my reaction will be anything but.

      “Fuck that,” I say, letting the darkly spoken words fall without looking at either him or Jase.  I stare past my brother and into the woods that line the property through the paned window behind him.  The shades of green blur as my blood heats with anger.

      “He stays out of our way and we give him details.  That was the truce.”  Carter speaks in time with the tapping of the pen in his hand on the desk.

      “Going up to Addison and scaring her isn’t exactly staying out of our way.”

      “He scared her?” he questions me and I don’t have time to push out the snide remark: How the fuck else should she feel?

      “Maybe we pissed him off with the last deal?  We didn’t exactly keep our word,” Jase says carefully, and I can feel him watching me, gauging my reaction with every syllable, but I use everything in me to stay still and not give them any more than I already have.

      Leaning forward, my throat is dry as I speak clearly to both of them.  “He walked up to my soon-to-be wife.  He tried to get to her, to get in her head.”  My back hits the chair as I force myself to stay seated and not turn over every piece of furniture in my brother’s office.  “He left like a coward before I could get my hands on him.  I want his fucking head!”  My pulse races as I lose control with the last sentence.

      We own this town.  We own the cops.

      Cody Walsh is supposed to be easy.  He’s supposed to be predictable.  All that went to shit last month.  Just like everything else.

      Carter ignores me, or at least he ignores my anger to instead direct his comments to Jase.  “If Walsh is pissed about what we did, he’ll get over it.  We do what we have to.”  Facing me and hardening his voice, he asks me, “What exactly did he say to her?”

      “That we killed that prick.  That he knows I’m a murderer and he knows she’s not okay.”

      “That’s how he said it?”

      Carter’s constant questioning makes me inhale sharply as I straighten my shoulders and stare him down, not giving him a single word in response.  Not trusting myself to speak.

      “He still needs us.”  Carter speaks first.

      “And we still need him,” Jase reminds us all.  It’s his ass on the line.  This is all his fault.  His sloppy choices made us take the deal with Walsh.

      Although Carter’s talking to Jase, the statement is directed at me.  “Until we find the footage he’s blackmailing you with, his head stays on.”

      My blunt nails tap along the polished wood in a soothing rhythm, so at odds with what I feel.  “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?  Let him scare her?  Let him get to her?”

      “No,” both Jase and Carter say at the same time.  My eyes dart between the two of them, judging their response for sincerity until I can nod.

      With my thumb brushing against the fleshy tips of my fingers, I ask Carter, my older brother and the one I rely on in order to move forward every day in this shit of a mess we’ve gotten ourselves into with a dirty cop, “What can I do?”  I feel weak asking them rather than acting.  I hate this and I know they can feel the turmoil rolling off of me in waves as I close my eyes and try to loosen my tight throat.  “I need something to give her.  Something to make all this better.”  There’s nothing to make it better, a voice hisses inside my head and I lean forward, burying my face in my hands.  I grit out the words between my clenched teeth as I add, “I fucking hate this.”

      “For now, I’ll remind Walsh that our women will be respected and they stay out of it—”

      “She said…”  I have to swallow the hard lump in my throat before continuing as I stare past him again at the ambers and emeralds of the trees.  “She said he seemed concerned, then he was… gauging her.  He’s trying to flip her.”

      “Concerned?”

      “She isn’t handling the recent events well.”  I can barely get out the words.  Each syllable claws the back of my throat before it’s spoken.  “He approached her, she said, because she didn’t look like she was doing well.”

      The leather behind Carter groans and protests as he readjusts in his chair opposite the desk from me.

      “If he thinks she’s a weak spot, he’s wrong,” I tell him and there’s more defensiveness in my cadence than I wanted.  “She would never tell anyone anything.”

      “No one thinks she would.”

      “That’s why he brought up the foster fuck?  You think he was gauging her to see if it was true?  To see if she knows anything?” Jase asks.

      “That’s what she thinks,” I answer him.  “If he’s trying to get more dirt on us, we need to end this now.  Finish him.”

      “He can’t know for sure about her foster father, how many fucking years ago was it?  And Addison would never give anything up.”

      “How did he know?” I question them.  It happened a decade ago.  No one ever knew.  It was only us.

      “Forensics, maybe evidence.”  Jase sounds suspicious but shakes his head at the thought and shrugs as he adds, “Maybe word on the street, but I don’t see how.”

      “He’s bluffing.  He had a hunch and he’s testing us to see if we’ll play into his hands.”

      It’s quiet as the information is digested.  This balancing act is getting harder and harder.  What was once planks of wood feels like a thin tightrope now.

      Carter takes a deep inhale before speaking.  “Let’s make him feel comfortable.  That’s the only way we can use him until we’re safe to get rid of him.”

      Make him feel comfortable…  I’m seething inside.  This isn’t the way things used to be.  It’s complicated and every move we make only gets us deeper and deeper into bed with the devil.

      “Did you tell Addison about her father—” Carter starts to ask, but stops and corrects himself.  “Foster father?”

      I simply nod before replying, “Last night when she told me.”

      I remember the way she couldn’t look me in the eyes before I told her.  The way she turned her back to me to go to the bathroom.  The way her knuckles turned white as she stood there gripping the doorknob, not moving but not asking.  She wanted to know, but she knows better than to ask.  That’s what we decided.  I tell if she asks, but she never asks.  She doesn’t want to know.  “I told her because I thought she’d want to know the truth.”

      “It’s been years.”

      “A decade.”

      “She never even considered it was us back then.”  I repeat my thoughts, but out loud now.  “No one did.”

      “What did she say?” Jase questions, concern clearly written on his face.

      The vision returns to me of her eyes closing slowly, her chin dropping as she took in a shuddering breath.  Her response came out as nothing but a whisper and then she closed the door to the bathroom, leaving me sitting there, watching the glass knob and wishing it had been my hand she was holding when I confessed.

      “She said, ‘thank you,’” I tell them.

      “Do you think she gave anything away to Walsh?”

      “No,” I say and my answer is hard as I glare at Jase.  He stares back, unmoving, but there’s sympathy in his expression.

      “He can’t prove anything,” Carter says between us, cutting through the thinly veiled tension.

      “Since when do we let someone make us feel threatened?”

      “Since he has evidence that will put me away for life,” Jase answers me.  “We tread carefully until Declan can find something on him and get rid of every shred of proof Walsh has.”

      “He’s digging into everything he can so we’ll work with him,” Carter says, then clears his throat and sits back farther in his chair.  “I’ll send him a message, letting him know not to go near Addison and that his concern is unwarranted.”

      “A message?”

      “It’s the safe—”

      Anger forces me to rise from my seat.  “A fucking message?”

      “Calm down.”

      “You aren’t the one who lost a baby!  I lost my child.”  The strength in my voice is all but forgotten as I voice it for the first time.  They already know, but I haven’t said it yet.  I haven’t had the audacity to breathe that truth to life.  “Your wife is still pregnant.  Mine isn’t.”  Everything cracks.  The air, my voice, my damn insides shatter to brittle shards.

      They sit there in silence as I slowly retake my seat.  Just breathe.  Calm down.  How can I do either when everything is falling apart?

      Jase’s firm hand squeezes my forearm as he tells me, “I know it’s difficult on her; we need to keep her safe and protected.”

      “It was stress.  That’s what the doctor said.  She lost the baby and this bullshit isn’t stopping.  It’s getting worse.”

      All that surrounds me is silence.  All that lingers inside of me is guilt.  I don’t know how to fix this, and I don’t think anyone else knows either.

      “She isn’t supposed to know anything.  That was our deal.  But she sees how tense everyone is.  She knows how much danger we’ve been in.  She’s witnessed shit firsthand…  I don’t think she can handle this.  She wasn’t supposed to know any details.  That’s what she wanted.”  The admission flows from me like a Catholic at church.  Safe in the confessional, waiting to hear my penance, praying for it all to be okay.  Just tell me what to do to make it all right.

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” Carter suggests, and I lift my blurred gaze to his dark one.

      “What?”  At least my question is presentable.

      “Maybe she should know,” Jase says before Carter.  “Maybe if she knew details, she’d feel like she has more control.  Control is a damn good way to deal with stress.  Even if it’s only in details and not action.”

      I don’t have time to answer; a knock at the door interrupts the conversation.  It’s a soft rap, quick but firm.

      Before Carter can tell whoever it is to come in, the heavy door creaks open, bringing with it the light from the hall, and Addison’s shadow spills into the room before she does.  Her hand stays on the edge of the door when she asks, “Is it all right if I come in?”

      My brothers don’t answer for me, but I nod once.

      The room’s so quiet I can practically hear her swallow as she steps into it, not shutting the door for privacy.  “I just remembered something.  Something I didn’t tell you.”  Our eyes lock as she wrings her fingers around one another.  Her hair’s still damp from the shower, making it look darker than her dirty-blonde should be.  Her lack of sleep is just as evident.  Still, she’s beautiful.

      She clears her throat, staring at the intricately woven rug beneath the desk and stopping a small distance from me in her bare feet.

      Her small form clothed in loose pajamas is at odds with the three of us.  She belongs here though.  She is my counterpart in every way.  I only wish I didn’t hurt her like I do.

      “He brought up my last name,” she finally says clearly.  Her admission makes a deep crease settle in my forehead.

      “Fawn?” I question and that gets Jase’s attention.

      She nods, glancing between Jase and me.  “He asked if I was related to Bethany.”  She speaks directly to Jase as if he’d have an answer, but he wears the same expression I do.

      “I never really knew my family, so… I don’t know.”  The insecurity in her tone is undeniable, as is her curiosity.

      “You should ask her,” Jase comments.  “We can have dinner tomorrow night.”

      “That would be good for us,” Carter agrees.  “I’ll ask Aria if she’s up for cooking.”  All the while I stare at Addison, waiting for her to give me some sign that she’s all right.

      Anything.  I need something from her.

      “I’ll ask her,” Addison quickly speaks up, then adds, “I’d like to talk to her anyway.”  A weak smile lingers on her lips as my brothers nod in agreement.  It’s quiet for a moment and I can see the questions in her eyes.

      “Anything else?” I prod.

      “Were you talking about Walsh?”

      My brothers stay quiet.  They handle their relationships the way they want and I do the same.  I seem to be the only one failing though.  “Do you want in on the details?”  I always ask.  She knows when something’s wrong, when I’m worried.  When things have gone to shit.  I’d never make her an accessory, but I’ll give her what I can if she wants it.

      “No,” she answers, and her smile turns tight, forming a straight line before she drops her hands to her sides and says she’ll head out to talk to Aria.

      “How are you doing, Addie?” Jase asks her before she can leave.

      “Better.  I think I just needed a hot shower.”  Time passes with a click of the clock, a second that waits for what else is on her mind.  A piece of me is dying to scream for her to speak up.  To ask.  The piece that wants to tell her everything.  The other part of me, the bigger part, wants to shield her.

      She leaves as quickly as she came, which is probably for the best.

      The less she knows, the less stress she’ll have.  She doesn’t need to worry about this shit.  It’s our mess.  Not hers.

      I need to fix this.  I just don’t know how.
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      Cody Walsh.  A million questions linger in my mind after looking up his name online all last night.  More questions scream in my head when I think about what Daniel confessed.  They killed a man years ago who deserved to be hurt.  They killed him because of what he did to me.  They killed him.

      How many moments have gone by where I’ve mentioned my childhood in passing?  Or lack thereof, rather.  We talked about how I was in home after home.  When we found out I was pregnant, it was all I could think about.  All I could talk about.

      I was worried I wouldn’t know how to be a good mother, because I never had one.  It opened the floodgates for all those memories.  When I was young, I didn’t even think I’d ever be able to get pregnant.  Just the thought makes my stomach churn; it’s because of what he did to me.  The doctors said the scar tissue on my cervix could make it harder to open.  I had problems and complications.  All the aftermath of the man who was supposed to take care of me.

      I brought it up maybe three or four times in the last two months when we found out I was pregnant.  I couldn’t not talk about it.  No matter how much I hate to go back to those times in my life.

      Daniel had so many opportunities to tell me, but he never did.

      I never asked, but how would I have even known to question it?  Fear has been replaced by something else.  Something larger than it.  A dying need to know.

      “Hey.”  Aria’s tone is already consoling when she greets me, ripping me from my thoughts as I place the heavy porcelain plates on the counter.

      I didn’t expect to feel this way toward her.  There’s a gap between us now, when only weeks ago, nothing separated us.  Now I’m careful with what I say and how I say it.  I’m careful I don’t put this sadness on her.  Just like she’s careful with me now.

      “How’s it going?” she asks.

      I can hear the emotions in her voice just as easily as the clank of the dishes.  The sympathy, the guilt I know she feels because she’s still pregnant when I’m not.  She and Chloe, Sebastian’s wife, are carrying so well.  Glowing is the correct term.  And then there’s me, dull with a forced smile as I turn to her, leaning the small of my back against the granite counter.

      “Hey, yourself,” I answer her with enough pep in my voice to lighten the tension.  I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me.  It’s life.  It’s death.  It’s whatever fate has in store.  I don’t want her to look at me and feel pity.  I’d rather she look at me and see how happy I am for her.

      That’s one shining light in all this darkness.

      “We’re cooking for everyone tonight, if you’re up for that?” I ask her.

      “Family dinner tonight?”  Aria eyes me curiously as one perfectly plucked eyebrow arches.  She knows something’s up, but she doesn’t ask.  She used to always ask.

      “Does that mean something’s going on?” Chloe asks as she enters, the faint sound of bags rustling carrying through the kitchen with her.  Her husband is best friends with Carter and his right-hand man, but she doesn’t live in the main house of the estate like the rest of us.  She and Sebastian have a place deeper in the woods; it’s still protected though.  At first, I thought it was sweet for all of us to live so close.  But the more I think about it, the fact that we need to be protected, the more it startles me.

      I watch as she sets a large brown paper bag down on the table, her belly protruding, round and an obvious sign that she’s in her second trimester.

      Taking off her light jacket, she lays it across the chair and then smooths her flowing cream blouse down her front.

      “Carter told Sebastian and he told me,” Chloe says, answering the unspoken question.  “I brought everything for cheesecake,” she adds easily with a genuine smile.  She doesn’t look at me like I’m broken, but that’s because she doesn’t know me well.  She doesn’t see how off I am like Aria does.  She can’t tell that I’m damaged goods because she doesn’t know what I was like before.  It’s comforting, really.

      “So?” she questions.  “Is something going on?”

      “What do you mean?”  I have no idea what she’s referring to.  “Something is always going on.”

      “Well, have you guys been doing family dinners where this is normal, or is this a way for the guys to keep us in line?”

      “I never thought about it like that.”  The murmured words are accompanied by a deep line settling into my forehead as I consider it.

      “If something’s up, Bastian better tell me,” Chloe comments as she unloads the contents of her bag on the table.

      “No, nothing’s up.  It’s a little tense right now.  But no more than usual.  The only thing eating at Carter is a cop who’s getting to Jase.  He caused a little stir yesterday.”

      “How do you know for sure?” I ask her.

      “Carter keeps me updated.  We have a little ritual.  It calms him and keeps his head clear to talk things out.”

      “I can’t imagine how that could be calming.”  I don’t realize I’ve spoken until the words are out there and the room goes quiet.

      Chloe’s huff is amused when I look at her with wide eyes.  “You’d be surprised how much a conversation is worth.”  Her gaze falls for just a moment, but I see it happen.  The haze of a smile falls along with it.  “How have you been?”

      Aria’s been popping grapes in her mouth, but she pauses when Chloe ventures into that territory.  Her bump isn’t so visible.  Our babies would have been about a month apart.

      It’s hard to contain the deluge of emotions.

      “You can say it sucks.  Or that it hurts.  Or that you’re better or worse… You can tell me to shut my mouth too and mind my own damn business,” she offers after rattling off a list of appropriate responses.

      I feel like it’s my fault.  Like I should have known better.  I say the words in my head, because I can’t admit them.  Not to Aria and Chloe.  Not to Daniel.  I don’t even want to know that’s how I feel.  But I do.

      “We should make dinner,” I suggest in a whisper.  “Just because I’m suffering a loss doesn’t mean I can’t be happy for all we have,” I add and Chloe gives me a small smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “The dinner for the non-worrying mob wives,” Chloe jokes.

      “We are not the mob.”  Aria hisses the admonishment before eating another grape.  “It’s been hectic and there’s always something to worry about, but—”

      I don’t want the tears to fall, but I can’t hide them.  My face is hot and my breath comes in short pants.  The next inhale is harsh, and with it, both women come to me.  “I’m sorry,” I say, and my words are strangled as I rush past them for a napkin on the table so I can stop it all.

      “Don’t say that. Don’t be sorry for crying.  I’ve always thought that was the silliest of things.”

      “It’s good to cry.”  Aria’s voice is so soothing.  She is my rock in all of this.  She’s steady and we share so much in common.  She grew up in this life though.  She didn’t run away from it all.  “Sometimes crying — showing mourning, showing vulnerability — leads to the best things.”

      I respond with the one truth the last six months has taught me and say, “You can’t be vulnerable in this world.”

      She counters my statement as I swipe the napkin under my eyes, drying them, calming my breathing and feeling foolish all over again.

      “Of course you can,” Aria corrects me.  “We all are.  Trying to hide that isn’t going to fool anyone.”  She emphasizes, “We’re all vulnerable.”

      All I have in response is a sniffle and then I rest my head on her shoulder.  “I didn’t mean to cry though; I don’t want you to think seeing you guys makes me sad.”  I can barely get the statement out, because it’s not entirely true.  Still, I don’t want them to think it.

      We hide truths like that, don’t we?

      “So, weird thing,” I blurt out, cutting off Chloe, who no doubt has something sweet to say, and instead I help her move all the items on the table to the counter as I speak.  It’s back to business, back to cooking for this non-worrying dinner.  “Did you know Jase has a girlfriend?” I ask them and my tone is so much peppier than I feel.  I heard once though, if you speak like you’re happy, you’ll start to feel like it.

      “Carter told me a couple of days ago.  She’s funny but with a dry sense of humor and she’s very blunt.”

      “Sounds delightful,” Chloe jokes.

      “She’s also coming to dinner, I think.”

      Aria eyes me before grabbing a large bowl from the lower cabinet and I take that as my cue to unwrap Chloe’s cream cheese.

      Looks like the dessert will be done before the actual meal at this rate.

      “Bastian also mentioned she’s a nurse.  Should be good to have one of those in the family.”

      “Family,” Aria says and rolls her eyes.

      “I didn’t mean in a mob way.”

      “Her last name is Fawn,” I comment to no one in particular and unwrap the next bar of cream cheese.  “I wonder if she knows if we’re related.”

      “Like biologically?  Or from…  Is your last name your mother’s or did you get that from a…?”  Aria stops mid-thought and it’s then that I realize from the look on her face that she was going to say foster family but stopped herself because she thought it would hurt me to hear it.  She stopped herself because she knows about the fresh wounds.

      She knows because Carter told her.

      Or maybe she’s known since I came back.  I wonder if Carter told her everything all the way back then.

      “You know I still love you, right?” I question Aria and quickly add, “And that I’m happy for you, both of you?”  I look between them both, hoping they know it’s true.  I may be held together by glue and tape and questioning my decisions, but I know I’m happy for them.

      “I know,” Aria answers with kind eyes.  She repeats, “I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler always hid it from her.  He was good at it though.

      Tyler’s all I can think about as we sit down at the table.  Three brothers and a friend.  One brother late, as per usual.  Another never coming to a family dinner again.

      He didn’t have this problem with Addison.  He was good at hiding it.  He hid so much from her; I just don’t know how he could do it.

      “The candles are a nice touch,” Addison says and smiles warmly at Aria, who does a small curtsy and the three girls let out a peal of feminine laughter.

      Addison’s is short, genuine.  But it disappears quickly.  It’s like the warm water of the ocean, splashing on the tips of your toes before retreating all too soon.  I miss it already.  I find myself staying still, wanting it to come back.

      The day must’ve gone well for her.  With a glass of wine in her hand and a beautiful flush in her cheeks, she’s unwinding with the help of the alcohol.

      “Just let me smell one more time,” Aria says and inhales close to the large goblet at the same time Carter wraps his arm around her waist and pulls her into his lap.  Another wave of giggling leaves the women and then is replaced by soft hums as the other two women are kissed and kiss back, falling into their seats for dinner.

      Mine’s already seated, and when I look to her, her lips are on the wineglass.  So instead of kissing her, I place my hand over hers on her lap.  My fingers slip into the spaces between hers, feeling her soft skin, her warmth.  Before she places the glass back on the table, her fingers close around mine, bringing them closer together, and she doesn’t let go.  Not until the large bowl of antipasto salad is passed.

      “Looks delicious, ladies.”  Sebastian’s compliment is rewarded with a story from Aria about how she learned a new recipe for the main dish.

      Lasagna, candlelight, and delicate dishes, the hum of chatter and constant smiles.  Everything in the room is full of life, but that’s not how I feel.  It’s not the reality I’m living in.

      If Tyler were here though, he’d fit right in, and that would help Addison.  He was good at hiding.  He would have been good for her.

      I wash the thought away with a single swig of the bourbon in front of me.  I try to tell myself he’s on my mind because of what happened recently.  And not because I truly think Addison would be better off if he were still here.

      It’s not like before.  Nothing is.  I have to remind myself of that sometimes.  The memories of what used to be, the reminder of Tyler and what life was like back then…it’s an ebb and flow of past and present.  We’re better now.  So long as we’re together.  I won’t let anything change that.

      Reaching up onto the table, Addison’s grasp is small and comforting when she lays her hand on my wrist.  It’s a shock to my system to feel her touch in this moment.

      “You okay?”  Her question is soft and murmured so no one else can hear.

      “Fine,” I answer her because it’s automatic.  I don’t tell her more because she doesn’t ask.  She doesn’t let go like I expect her to though.  She eats with her left hand, leaving her right on mine.  And I leave my hand just where it is, needing to feel that warmth, needing to feel her to make all this regret go away.

      So long as I have her, it’s all okay.  I just need to know I still have her.
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      He’s supposed to be the strong one.

      The man is supposed to be the rock.  That’s what the world leads you to believe, but I think it’s bullshit.  Why else would I feel more complete, more grounded when I’m trying to hold Daniel together?

      Aria and Chloe put a Band-Aid over my pain.  They make me forget temporarily, and that’s worth something.  They make me feel like it’s normal to be down right now, and that’s worth even more.

      But holding on to Daniel, holding him together, that feels like purpose.  It feels like belonging and worthiness.  One small touch, and it’s like the pieces have been soldered back together, making them stronger than they ever were before.

      Even if it is just holding his hand and smiling with his family, my family.

      “Where’s Bethany?” Aria asks and my eyes dart to hers although she’s slipping her fork into her mouth with her focus on Jase.  I know she’s asking for my benefit though.

      “She couldn’t come tonight, but she’ll be here tomorrow.  She’s getting some things adjusted.”

      “Adjusted?”

      “She went through a hard time.”

      His answer quiets the room for a moment until I speak up.  “I’d like to meet her.”

      Daniel’s hand shifts under mine until the back of it is to the table and his palm is against mine.

      “I bet you would,” Carter comments with the hint of a smile.

      “You’ll like her,” Jase says after a quick drink from his tumbler.  The ice clinks as he sets it down on the table.  “I don’t know anything about what Walsh said, but she may know.  If not, you’ll still find plenty to talk about.”

      “Walsh.”  I roll my eyes as I say his name and take a sip of wine as I feel everyone’s eyes on me.  The nervousness in the room creeps up a notch.  The dark red is sweet, with a hint of lingering decadence.  I bring my gaze to Carter’s at the head of the table and tell him simply, “He doesn’t like me much, I don’t think.”

      “He doesn’t like me much either.”  Jase’s response comes with a huff of a laugh from Sebastian as he sits back into his chair with ease, resting an arm over Chloe’s chair behind her shoulders.

      “He has poor taste then,” I offer Jase and that gets me a small laugh from Chloe and her husband.  Daniel only observes and half of all my senses are focused on him, focused on me.  Everyone’s waiting to see if I’m going to break down again.  I can feel it.  They’re waiting to see if I’m okay.  And I’m not, I know I’m not.  But isn’t it okay if I’m not all right?

      It sounds like a paradox, but I think it’s more real than anything.

      Carter takes a deep breath, then says, “He’s not going anywhere soon, but he’ll get on board.  Or I’ll take care of it.”  His darkly spoken words are overshadowed by Jase’s.

      “He will,” Jase adds and then tells me he’s sorry that I felt uncomfortable yesterday.  That it never should have happened.  He tells me he’d never let anything happen to me.  None of them would.

      They say we’re family, and I know we are.

      There’s a pit in my gut though when Aria speaks.  “Don’t worry, Addie, we’re in this together.”

      “Right,” I say and nod in agreement, then thank God when I bring the glass up to finish the small pool of wine in it when she tells me, “Nothing bad can happen if we’re in it together.”

      The glass hides my immediate reaction.

      I don’t know why she says it when she knows that’s not true.  Bad things happen regardless.  Bad things have already happened.

      When I set my glass down, I smile at her instead of saying just that.  The words still exist though.  I can feel them in the tense air.  I think everyone can.

      Until Chloe stands up abruptly and remembers the cheesecake.  She’s sweet enough to bring the rest of the bottle in for me too.

      “I can’t get tipsy with both of you out of commission,” I tell her, not wanting to keep drinking in front of them.

      “Please, have a glass for me,” Aria requests with a yawn.

      “I already did,” I remind her.  The wine was her idea, and not a bad one.

      “Then have another one for me.”  Chloe’s cheerful with her pleading eyes and faux pout as she holds out the bottle.

      “Well, how can I say no to that?” I jokingly respond to cut the tension in the room more than anything else.

      Another round, a plate of sweets, and the story of how Chloe and Sebastian came to be a couple turns the night around.  That and the fact that Daniel pulls me into his embrace.  My right side is pressed to his hard, toned body, and his stubble gently scratches my hair as he sets his chin on my head and then kisses my crown.

      Maybe it works both ways.  Back and forth.  The rock thing.  That makes it difficult, though, when both people are breaking apart.
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      Her laugh is addictive.  It’s my drug.  The way her cheeks flush, the way her back arches just slightly and her shoulders shake so gently—it all soothes something inside of me that I don’t even know is broken until that sweet sound seeps into the crevices and calms the hurt that follows me every day.

      That’s how I knew I loved her.

      The sad, pretty girl who was always around when we were kids smiled easily enough.  It wasn’t real though.  It was a smile that wanted to be more.  She wanted to laugh.

      And everything inside of me wanted to hear it.  I needed to hear it.

      Just like I needed to hear it tonight.  Everyone else’s laugh turns to white noise, just like the clinking of the silverware on empty plates and the dull hum of Aria saying something to Carter.  All I can hear is Addison’s laugh.  All I can watch is how her shoulders curl in, and instinctively, her hand finds my lap.

      I’m quick to catch it with my own, to squeeze it gently.  When she leans into me, humming a small good night to Chloe as she leaves, I kiss her hair and try to memorize everything about this moment.

      It’s perfect like this.  This is how it should be all the time.  She should laugh every day.  She should smile and reach out to me while she catches her breath with the soft murmur of happiness lingering on her lips.

      Every day.

      It’s easy to say we’re broken.  It’s easy to feel the pain.  To hold on to this though — the moments I feel what’s really between us — to let ourselves feel it, that’s the easiest thing I can do, and the hardest just the same.

      “Night.”  Carter’s voice is accompanied by a tight squeeze of my shoulder as they walk behind us.

      Addison makes a move to clean up the dishes but Jase reaches for them first, clearing the table and collecting the few remaining dishes in one stack balanced in his left hand.  “I got this,” he says with a smirk and winks at her.  “You cook, we clean.”

      “Thanks,” she tells him and he tells us good night, exiting the room, leaving us to head to bed.

      The sound of an empty room is the worst sound.  I’ve spent too much of my life in quiet spaces.

      “You had a good time tonight.”  I hold Addison’s hand as we walk, not wanting to let her go just yet.  There were good moments and bad ones too, but I don’t mention the tense ones.

      Carter or Jase…whoever it was who thought to have the dinner tonight, was right.  We never had dinners growing up, not like this.  Not after our mom died and everything happened.  I could hardly stand to walk into the eat-in kitchen, let alone sit at the table with hope like I did tonight.  “We should do it more often.”

      “Yeah.  It was fun,” she tells me as we walk down the quiet hall to our wing.  The walls are decorated with her photographs.  Moments she thought were worthy of capturing on film.  Before we get to the bedroom, she stops, lifting her hand from my grasp to touch the edge of a carved black frame mounted against the walls, which are painted a pale dusty blue.

      “This one’s my favorite of the ones I took while we were away,” she says softly.

      Her fingertips trace over the glass and down the alley that led to the bar where she first saw me again after so many years had passed.

      While we were away.  Is that the way she thinks of it?

      “I think I like the others better.”

      “What others?” she says and turns to me quickly, her hair swirling from her shoulder to tumble down her back.  Her genuine curiosity makes her eyes widen slightly and it forces my lips to curve up.

      “The ones of you in my bed,” I answer her and then quickly nip her lower lip as lust just barely reaches her eyes.  My blood simmers with desire for her and the need to touch her always.

      “You’re bad, Daniel Cross,” she whispers playfully with passion in her voice as I open the door behind her while letting my lips caress the crook of her neck.

      Her eyes are still closed when I pull back.  She swallows with a gentle hum and lets her head fall back to rest against the molding that lines the bedroom door.

      I find myself trapped in her words.  You’re bad, Daniel Cross.

      She knew it all along.  She can live with that.  She can love me still, even knowing all the wretched things I’ve done.  It’s this world though, the world she fled and the world I dragged her back to, that’s doing the harm.

      I want so badly to blame it on that when I brush the loose strands of her hair off her collarbone with the backs of my fingers so I can kiss her there.  I wish I could blame it all on this place.  It’s only when I stop touching her that she opens her eyes.

      A hint of a smile plays at her lips when she finally looks back at me.

      “Come to bed with me.”  I give her the command when we get into the bedroom.  With the curtains parted, there’s no need to turn on the light.  It’s dimly lit, but enough so that I can see her perfectly when my eyes adjust.  I can see her standing in the doorway, slow to follow me and hesitant to do what I told her.

      Hesitant to come to bed with me.

      All she’s thinking about is the sex.  It’s not because she’s uncertain if it’s safe; the doctor said it was last week.  Our first time getting pregnant was an accident.  She’s questioning if we should try for a baby on purpose.

      Whether or not we should try again.  Whether we should use protection.

      Whether she wants this like I do.

      Whether she wants me still… I know that’s a question that drifts into her mind when she looks at me like that.

      That part of me that doesn’t know it’s broken until she heals me… it’s screaming in pain right now.

      “I think I just need to sleep.  There’s so much on my mind.”  Her excuse falters in the air as she heads to the dresser, taking off her earrings.  I can hear them clink in the small ceramic trinket bowl.

      “Tell me,” I insist and then clear my throat, pretending like I haven’t been devastated every night she’s looked at me like that and made some kind of excuse.  “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “I haven’t processed everything.”

      “You can talk it out with me.”  I ignore the thump in my chest as I speak.  The battering of something hard against my rib cage aches with every small movement.

      “Like you talk things out with me?”  She turns from the dresser, tense and on the angry side.  She seems to realize her quick temper before I can react, crossing her arms over her chest.  “Sorry,” she apologizes in a hushed murmur.  When did it get to be like this?  Where we can’t talk.  The start of a conversation turns into a fight, even if we know we need each other.

      Tucking her hair behind her ear, she looks me in the eyes and says, “I know you would… if…”

      I close the distance between us and make my way over to finish the thought for her and say, “If that’s what you wanted.”

      “Right,” she breathes, the tension leaving her, her arms falling to her side the moment I place my hand on her hip.  “It’s my fault,” she tells me with a harsh swallow.

      “Come here,” I tell her and my words come out low and rough.  There’s an edge that’s demanding, I know there is.  It’s a part of me that I’m trying to soften for her.  It’s still a part of me though.

      Falling into my chest and pressing her body as close to mine as she can, she breathes so softly I almost don’t hear the admission just under my chin, “I don’t know what I want anymore.”  I tighten my hold on her, wishing I could go back to moments ago.  When she was laughing and reaching for me.  She confesses, “I’m scared.”

      It’s the first time she’s shown me this raw sincerity since we lost the baby.

      “It’s all right to be scared.”  With my arm wrapped around her lower back, I splay my hand against her shoulder and rock her slightly, just slightly.  She pulls back a tiny bit, only to see me, her chest to mine.  I watch as the moonlight filters in from the subtle movement of the curtains, reflecting in her gaze.  There’s so much vulnerability there.  Even now.  Even after all we’ve been through.  How much more can she take?

      “Kiss me.”  I give her the command and her posture relaxes, her composure softening the instant her eyes close, and she stands on her tiptoes to bring her lips closer to mine.  I keep my eyes open.  I watch as she reaches up with both hands, twining her fingers behind my neck as she pushes her lips against mine.  She doesn’t hesitate this time.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my lips, peeking up at me through her thick lashes.  The curtains sway and bring with them a sudden gust of late-night air, carrying the faint smells of early spring with them.

      “I love you too,” I tell her, but it’s not enough.  They’re only words that don’t compare to what I feel inside.

      I’m sorry I put her through all of this.  I don’t admit it though, because more than sorry, I’m selfish and I wouldn’t change it.  That’s the most fucked-up part.  I can’t live without her.  Even knowing how it breaks her.

      “Get ready for bed,” she tells me with a weak smile.  The smile that’s not a smile.  The fake one she’s always had.

      I’m still fully clothed, shoes and all.

      The wooden floor creaks in time with her deep inhale as she turns from me and I do as she wishes, letting her take the lead although I don’t know how long she’ll want it.

      “Tell me something and I will,” I barter with her.

      “I feel lonely,” she tells me with her back to me and I can only watch as she pulls the sheets back, sitting on the edge of the bed.

      Lonely.  Lonely like the quiet halls I hate.  Even though I’m right here, it’s still lonely.  I know she’s right.

      “Lonely?” I repeat as I drop my watch to the dresser, letting it fall where it may with my gaze still pinned on Addison as she strips down slowly, leaving a puddle of clothes at the side of the bed.  She does it every night.  She has for the longest time.  In the morning, she’ll gather them and drop them in the basket.  When she has energy; that’s the excuse she gave me when I teased her about it before.  The memory kicks my lips up into a small smirk, but it fades when I catch her profile in the dark room, the pale light showing me the lack of playfulness, the lack of happiness she’s always held on to.

      The months we’ve been back here have worn her down.

      “There are moments when I’m okay but they’re so fleeting.  Recently,” she adds quickly.  “It’s been a lot to take in.”

      “You don’t like being back here, do you?” I question her and that gets her attention.

      Turning to face me fully, she doesn’t even bother to grab the sheets to cover herself as she answers me with shock clear in her cadence.  “Of course I do.”  She swallows before adding, “I love your family.  I’ve always loved them.”

      “Things are different now.”

      “We’re all different,” she comments without sparing a second between my statement and hers.  Her gaze is bold, challenging even.  “Just because things are different doesn’t mean the pieces I love aren’t the same.”

      I take my time pulling my undershirt over my head and dropping it to the dark wood floor.  I strip down to nothing but my boxer briefs before climbing into bed.  All the while she watches and waits.

      Taking her hand in both of mine, the hand that still doesn’t have a ring on it, I run my thumb across its barren finger and ask her, “Did you feel lonely before we lost the baby?”

      “No,” she answers me quickly and with a slight shake of her head.  “It was after.  Even with everyone around us… even with you, I just feel lonely sometimes.  Like glimpses of loneliness.  And I don’t know what to do to shake it.”

      “You aren’t alone, and this will pass.”

      “I know,” she admits.  “I know.  It will pass, but I just don’t know what to do in between.  I don’t know if I’m able to handle it all.”

      “Do you still want to marry me?  You still want to stay here with me?”

      “Yes,” she answers quickly although she’s just as hasty to look down at our hands.  Like she spoke without thinking.  Like there’s a but.

      “Then why no ring?” I ask her quietly and then clear my throat.  “Why don’t you want to wear it?  I asked you to marry me weeks ago.  You picked out the ring, but you don’t wear it.”

      “Are you going to wear a ring?” she rebuts.

      “An engagement ring?”  She nods at the clarification.  “Is that what you want?  For me to wear a ring?”

      Looking past me and out of the cracked window still bringing a gentle breeze, she admits, “No.”

      “You have to help me understand, Addison.”  The frustration in my voice is clear as I run a hand down my face and reposition on the bed as I pull my hands away.  “It feels like…you aren’t completely here with me anymore.”  Admitting the words makes my chest feel tighter, makes my hands feel colder and numb.

      “I’m trying to be,” she admits with a single harsh swallow.

      “I get wanting to wait to try again,” I say, and she tries to interrupt me but I stop her with a finger over her soft lips.  “I understand that.  It hurts, but I get it.  I get that you feel lonely, because I do too.  That’s what happens when you lose someone.  And we did.  But I don’t understand not wearing my ring.  I can wait for you to come back to me and deal with this together; I just need to know that you will or what to do to help you.  Losing the baby…  I know it’s because of everything else.  I know it has to do with being here and that you don’t love it.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I just don’t know my place.”

      “It’s next to me.  That’s your place, with me.”  My words are rushed and full of frustration.

      She starts to speak again, but she has to close her eyes and swallow thickly first, reaching out to me.  A moment passes with an uncomfortable pang in my chest.  The soft tips of her fingers run down my rough knuckles, tracing scars before she kisses them.

      “I want you to wear the ring I got you.”  She nods once but she still doesn’t speak, and she doesn’t take her gaze off my knuckles.  “I know it’s harder, being around my family when the last time you saw them you weren’t with me.”  My words make her still.  Every piece of her is frozen as I speak the truth she doesn’t say out loud.  That’s why she’s not wearing the ring.  It has to be because of that.  We came back to the place where she didn’t belong to me.

      “You’re mine now.  You’re going to find your place and I’ll figure out how to help you.  We’re going to get married.  We’re going to have a baby one day.”

      The mention of a baby breaks her composure and I hold her tighter when her face crumples.  Kissing her hair, I breathe the words, “I love you and you love me; there’s no reason the world shouldn’t know that.  There’s nothing to hide.”

      “It’s not about hiding, it’s…it’s just everything is…” She trails off as she struggles to voice another word and attempts to move away from me, but I put my hand over hers.

      “Just tell me,” I say.

      “It’s never going to just be us.  Our past…even right now.  It’s more than just us and I am struggling.”

      “Because of Tyler—”

      She cuts me off before I can say more.  “No.  Your other brothers.  Your life.  This life.”  Breathing in deeper, heavier, she focuses on keeping her breathing steady as she looks me in the eyes to state, “You come with a lot of baggage, Daniel Cross.  Some of it, I carry too.”

      “If this isn’t what you want, you shouldn’t have come back.”  I can’t describe the way my blood chills and everything hardens.  My jaw, my stiff back, the thump in my chest that quiets to a dull ache.

      “I know, it’s all my fault.”  The hurt in her voice reflects in her gaze.

      “Stop saying that.  We’re in this together.  None of this is your fault.”

      She looks like she’ll say something, but all she does is nod slightly, refusing to open up and tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of hers.

      “Don’t keep it from me.”

      “I’m struggling to handle it; I need help.”

      “Tell me how.”

      “I just can’t wear your ring,” she confesses weakly.

      “What part of not wearing my ring is supposed to help you?”

      “Are you so dense, Daniel?”  The contempt is unexpected.  “You gave it to me after I found out.  You gave me a ring because I was pregnant.  That’s the only reason.  And we never should have gotten pregnant.  It was an accident.  I wasn’t ready.  It’s my fault!”

      “Addison—”

      “I’m doing my best and I’m highly aware that it’s not good enough.  I couldn’t even carry our baby,” she says, and the last two words are a strangled mess between the shuddering sob she holds back.

      “Don’t say that…  You are more than enough.”  I stress my words, grasping both of her hands in mine firmly and holding her gaze with mine to steady her.  “Not a damn thing is your fault.  Nothing but keeping all of this from me and letting it tear us apart.  You have to talk to me.”

      “You have to talk to me too.”  She whimpers the plea as her watery eyes look up to mine.

      “I can do that.”  I’m quick to acquiesce to her request.  “I can talk to you, but you have to tell me if it’s too much.”

      “It’s all too much,” she admits, “but I still want it.  I still want you.”

      The relief that blooms inside of me is instant.  It’s everything I needed.

      “One thing at a time.”  I wait for her to nod at my words, to know she’s listening.  “You are more than good enough.  You’re too good for me, but I’m keeping you anyway.”

      “Daniel—”

      “No.”  I don’t let her interrupt me.  “You got to tell me, now it’s my turn to tell you.”

      “Okay,” she whispers, her grip getting tighter as she waits.

      “You are with me and I am with you.  We can’t let each other be lonely.  I’m right here,” I whisper against the shell of her ear and then plant a gentle kiss against the tender skin beneath her ear.  “We’re going to be okay.  You’re going to find your place…so long as it’s right next to me.  We have to talk.  We can’t hold it in.”  I’m careful with my next suggestion.  “You don’t know your place, because you don’t know what’s going on.  I want to tell you.  I want you to know.”

      “The stress…”  The words leave her sounding more like a helpless question than a statement.

      “I think it will help, not hurt to know.  It’s the not knowing that’s stressful.”

      She doesn’t respond even though I give her time to.

      “Do you think you’d be all right with that?  Instead of you asking, I just tell and if it’s too much, you tell me to stop and I will.”

      “Will that help you?” she questions me.  The hope in her voice is there, but it’s surprising that it comes with this particular question.

      I almost tell her I’m fine.  I’m so close to saying just that.  Which would defeat the purpose of all of this.  “Yes.  It fucking kills me that I can’t tell you what’s eating at me.”

      “Okay then.  New rules.  You tell me everything unless I say stop.”  Fear and hope swirl in her glossy gaze.

      “The loss is something we have to go through together and maybe we’ll have moments where we feel alone, because we were wishing those moments were with the little life we never got to hold.  But if you can try to remember I’m here, I hope it will help.”

      She swallows her words rather than responding.  I keep going though.  I’ll take the lead and she’ll follow.  She has to.  I don’t know how this can work otherwise.

      “I gave you the ring because I love you.  The only reason I didn’t give it to you sooner was because I wasn’t sure you’d say yes.  I thought I had a little anchor knowing you were pregnant.  It wasn’t an obligation because you were pregnant.  It wasn’t that, Addison.  Don’t think that.”

      She searches my expression, maybe in an attempt to determine if I’m sincere or not.  It’s what I deserve.  Years ago, I kept everything from her, for a very long time.  Our relationship started with lies, and it’s carried on with secrets.  She’ll learn to trust me though.  She has to.  I won’t give her any reason not to.

      “I want you to wear my ring.  I want you to come to bed with me, be with me again, even if you want to be safe and wait to try again.  I need you, Addison.”

      It feels like I’ve emptied everything out.  Leaving me hollow and waiting with nothing but the hope that she’ll know this is all I’ve got.  It’s everything, every bit of me, and I don’t know if it’s enough but I’m damn sure going to try.

      “I need you too,” she finally whispers in the warm air between us, making it feel even hotter than it already is.  I’m still on edge, waiting and needing more of her.

      “Tell me we’re going to be all right.  That you’re going to be all right.”  It’s a command.

      “I’m going to try,” she answers, and I know it’s because she wants to be honest and that she doesn’t actually believe it.  She doesn’t know deep in her bones that it’ll work.  It never has before.

      “You’re going to succeed.  You are meant to be with me, Addison.  There’s no way this ends otherwise.  I need you and I need my family.”  I suck in a breath, ready to tell her if we have to, we’ll leave.  We did it before; we can do it again.  It’ll kill me, but for her, I’d do it. 

      “I need them too,” she says, quick to cut me off.  “I want this to work.  Not just us; we work, and I love you, but this place.  I just…I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know, that’s exactly it.  You don’t know anything and that’s the problem.  I’ll fix it.  We’ll fix this.”

      “I don’t know that I can handle it,” she confesses with a quivering bottom lip.  “I’ve never felt so insignificant and weak.”  As she speaks, her voice goes dry and cracks at the words.

      “I’ve put you through hell, and you survived.”

      “They’ve gone through worse.  Aria—”

      “Don’t compare your story to hers; it doesn’t change your pain.”  She’s unraveling in front of me.  Six months of being here and I’ve never seen her like this.  How did I let it get this bad?  “Get on the bed.  In the center.”

      “Daniel—”

      “The bed.  Get in the middle, now.”  I emphasize my words and slowly pull away from her, keeping my gaze pinned to hers.  “You can handle it, Addison.  You can take everything.”

      Her shoulders drop heavily as she swallows, and her chest rises faster with every breath as she stares back at me.  Not moving.

      “I need you, Addison, and you need me.  That’s why we’re off, why everything feels wrong.  Get on the bed.”

      I’ve never had to repeat myself.  She’s always listened before, and staring at her now, not knowing what she’ll do, I can’t breathe.  I can’t lose her.

      “On the bed, Addison.  Don’t make me tell you again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Addison

      

      

      

      I’ve loved this man since before I knew what love was.

      I’ve craved him, adored him, fucking worshipped him.

      But never like this.  An intense heat ignites inside of me, a spark hotter and brighter than the sun dances on every nerve ending in my body.

      I’m paralyzed, needing to feel him take me, own me, and devour me exactly how he wants.

      I need it more than he’ll ever know.

      Slowly, I obey, although I don’t know how.  Every movement is gentle and meticulous.  My hands reach the center first and immediately my fingers dig into the mattress.

      It’s so slow.  Time moves so slowly.  A part of me knows it’s because I’m trying to remember this moment.  Remember it all and hold on to it forever.  I need it in the good times and the bad.  In the horrible moments, I need this.  What we have right now.  I wish I could just stay here forever.  Being his and him being so completely mine.

      Bared to him, I wait and watch.  His cock is hard and ready as he strokes himself in front of me, pacing, debating what he wants me to do, what he needs from me.

      All the while, those sparks tingle up and down my body in waves of want.

      Instead of climbing on the bed, pinning me down, and ravaging me, he asks me, “Why do I love you?”

      His words are hoarse and at first I hear him wrong.  I hear, “Why do you love me?” but I catch myself before the answer can leave me.

      “I don’t know,” I answer him.

      Instead of answering me, he tells me to spread my legs wide so he can see me.

      “Fuck, I can see how wet you are from here,” he breathes out deep with frustration as my fingertips run along the length of my pussy and then rub my swollen clit so he can see.  A shiver of desire runs down my body from my shoulders to the tips of my toes.  It’s cold compared to the heat that burns between my thighs for him to enter me.

      “Why do I love you?”

      I close my eyes, pushing my head back into the mattress, and move my hand away, hating that I don’t know what to tell him.

      I don’t know why people fall in love.  I know why I love him though; I want to answer him that.  Ask me something I know.

      “Eyes on me.  Don’t you dare close your eyes.”  His steps are hard as he rounds the bed, getting close enough to backhand the inside of my thigh as punishment.  The sting is fierce, but the touch is so needed, all I feel is a spike of desire shoot through me.

      My breath is stolen from his admonishment, seething through my teeth and desperate.

      “Put your fingers back on that pretty cunt of yours and look me in the eyes when you tell me you don’t know why I love you.”  There’s no hurt in his eyes, no pain in his voice, even though I feel it, deep down inside of me.  Past everything physical, I feel it.

      Tears prick at the back of my eyes as I let my fingers touch my warmth.  His gaze parts from mine, only to watch me.

      I have to give him something, so I tell him what I know.  I tell him why I love him, praying he loves me the same.

      “You know I’ve wanted you for as long as we’ve known each other.  You know I’d risk it all to be with you.”

      My fingers slip just inside my entrance as I start to say the next reason, and a soft moan spills from my lips in its place.

      “Fuck,” he mutters.  The word is a groan on Daniel’s lips and hearing it makes my body heat.

      “Touch me please,” I beg him, but he shakes his head.

      “Why else?” he asks huskily, the need showing through his intended words.

      “You know that I would die without you.  Whatever makes a person a person—I’d die if you weren’t here anymore.”

      “I don’t want you to ever say that again.  Don’t you ever talk about that.  You’re not allowed to die.”

      A short laugh that’s not humorous at all bubbles from my lips.  I feel crazy, on the verge of tears, feeling the pain of a great loss at the very thought that he might die.  “That’s my fear.  It kills me, Daniel.  You can’t die.”

      “Well, for you then, I’ll do my best not to,” he tells me as the bed dips with his weight while he climbs over my body.

      Pinning my wrists above my head, he nearly kisses my lips, but he moves to suck the arousal off my fingertips before our lips touch.  The light, warm feeling is a stark contrast to his hard cock pressed into my thigh.

      I try to writhe under him, but he keeps me still as he takes his time.  The second he braces his forearm beside my head and positions himself, I suck in a deep breath and stare into his dark eyes.

      He enters me slowly, torturously so.  Taking his time to stretch me.  The gentle sting elicits an instant heated wave that forces my back to arch.  He doesn’t stop, he just pushes in deeper and stays there, pressing against my walls and forcing my lips to form a perfect O.

      Still inside of me, he tells me, “Because I want to grow old with you.  I want everything you want, whatever it is, because it’ll make you happy.  I want my family to love you and protect you, in case something ever happens to me.

      “You don’t want those things unless you love that person.  I love you more than I love myself, Addison.  I need you to know that.”

      I only know I’m crying because he bends down to kiss the tears.

      When his lips finally brush against mine, I steal them, kissing him hard and with the passion I have for him, for what’s between us.

      With his left hand still pinning my wrists down, he ravages me, a savage taking of what’s his.  I scream my pleasure into his mouth, letting the strangled moans take over when my climax hits me with a force I’ve never felt before.

      It’s all consuming.  It’s everything I’ve wanted and needed and the only thing I’ll ever crave for as long as I live.  Because it’s him.
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      “It’s a pretty ring.”  The timid voice carries across the large kitchen.  “Blue under it; that’s unique.  Is it a blue diamond?”

      I didn’t even hear her walk in.  As I stirred the sugar into my coffee, watching the white swirl of steam, I was focused on the ache between my thighs and the memory of Daniel kissing me all over last night.

      He only left me to get the ring from my nightstand and to put it on my finger.  If this ring ever comes off my hand, it’ll be because someone took it from my grave.

      “It is.  It reminds me of forget-me-nots,” I answer her.  “That’s why we went with this one.”

      “You picked out your ring together?”

      “I know it’s not traditional—”

      “What is anymore?” she says and shrugs.  “If you haven’t guessed, I’m Bethany.”  The smile she gives me reaches her eyes.

      I laugh, short and with a single breath.  It’s genuine.  “I guessed as much,” I answer her with a smile.

      It’s only us in the kitchen and as she pulls out one of the tall chairs at the island, the sound carries through the open space.

      “First, I want to say hi. Second, I want to say I’m sorry.  Jase told me…about the baby.”

      My little piece of heaven splinters, but only slightly as I take my seat.

      “Thank you,” I answer her.

      Holding on to my mug of coffee, I pull it up to my lips to keep me from saying more.  The warmth billows into my face as I take a long sip, praying for composure.

      I don’t want to break down.  Especially not in front of her, someone I don’t know.  This…Bethany Fawn.  I don’t know that I’ll ever be okay with losing our baby.  Especially if we never get pregnant again, if we never have a little one to hold.  I don’t see how it’s possible.  I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that either.

      “I heard you got a ring too,” I say as I lift a brow and when her gaze catches mine, I make a note of staring down at her ring finger.  She pulls her hand into her chest with a blush rising to her cheeks.

      “It was a shock, to be honest,” she answers but the content note in her voice and the smile on her face remain the same.  “We’re quite different…Jase and I,” she adds when I look questioningly at her.

      “Yes, they are…different.  That’s a word for it.”  We could write a book about the Cross brothers and how different they are.  There’s a time and place for that conversation though.  “So Jase told me your last name is Fawn?”

      “It is.”

      “Mother or father?” I ask her and then shake my head as I let out a sigh at my ridiculousness.  “This isn’t an inquisition.  I’m just…  I’m very curious.”

      “It’s fine,” she responds and then she leans forward on the chair to rest on the counter.  Her thin cream sweater is pushed up to her elbows.  Paired with her dark blue jeans, it’s a simple look, but something about this woman screams that she’s anything but simple.

      “My father’s last name, but he didn’t stick around after I was born.”

      “My father’s last name as well,” I tell her and feel a chill sweep over my skin.

      “You’re a couple years younger than me, right?” she questions me and I nod.  Daniel told me what he knew of Bethany.

      “A little over a year younger.”

      “What’s your father’s first name?” I ask her as my gaze sweeps over her facial features.  She doesn’t look like me, nothing but her lips.  My father’s lips.

      “Jeremy,” she answers, and I tell her the middle name, “Nathanial.  Jeremy Nathanial Fawn.”

      “This is weird.”  Bethany pushes out the same thought I have.

      “I think your dad left your mom because my mom was pregnant with me.”  The years make sense.  “That’s why you didn’t grow up with him.”  Not that I grew up with him either.  He left my mother and my mother left me.

      “So he knocked up my mom and had my sister.  Married her and they had me.  Then he left us when I was a baby, because your mother was pregnant with you?”  Bethany fills in the blanks.

      “He got around, as if I needed another reason to hate the thought of him.”

      “My mother had substance abuse issues; I always thought that was why he left us,” Bethany muses.  “He was good at leaving,” she comments with a crease in her forehead, as though a bad memory is creating a groove right there.  “That’s what my mother used to say.”  She doesn’t try to hide the bitterness as she turns her back to me, leaving her seat so she can go to a cabinet to get herself a mug.  I note that she already knows where they’re kept and where everything else in the room is too.

      “If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t stay long and what I knew of my mother and the men she was with, it’s probably best you grew up without him.”  With another sip of coffee, the room’s quiet except for the muffled hiss of the coffee machine.  I don’t comment that I was a child when I knew them.  Either of them.

      “Yet we both received his last name,” Bethany says as she leans against the cabinet and then offers me a half smile curved with sarcasm before lifting her mug and telling me cheers.  “Lucky us.”

      “If we hadn’t, we never would have known.”

      “We’re sisters.  Same father, different mother.”

      “Right.” I nod in understanding.  Curiosity nags at the back of my mind, but I can’t bring myself to ask her any questions.  That part of my life is long behind me.  I wish it would stay in the past.  I don’t want to think about my father or how many other children he had.

      “Do you have any other siblings?” she asks me and I shake my head no as I reply, “All I had growing up was a rotating address until I met…” I pause and wave my hand in the air.  My throat’s dry but I shake it off.  I’m stronger because of what I went through.  But that doesn’t mean I want to relive it with this woman.  Biological sister or not.  My curiosity can wait until I’m better prepared and in a more stable state.  Everything is chaos now and it doesn’t look like she’s going anywhere anyway.

      “The Cross brothers,” she answers for me.  “So you knew them before all this?  Back when things weren’t so…”

      “Yeah, but I left.  I left before a lot of things happened.  I left when things got bad.  What a wonderful mother I’ll be.”  All of our past history hits me at once and the same thoughts I had before, the ones that tell me I don’t deserve Daniel, I don’t deserve a happily ever after, and I don’t deserve to be a mother come back.  Weaker than before, they’re only whispers and not screams.  Nonetheless, they’re back.

      “Don’t say that.  You were young and you didn’t know.  You’ll be a great mother.  I hardly know you, but I know that.  We’ll be better than our parents.”

      “How can you know?”

      “One, because you’re already thinking about it.  Already wanting more for your children.  And two, because we’re loved.  Love does…  Love changes a person.

      “The best thing you can do for a child is to love them.  You can ask anyone that.  It’s the thing they need most.  If you love Daniel and he loves you, you’re already off to a better start than our parents.”

      “God knows one thing these men do is love hard,” I comment, agreeing with her and hoping she’s right.  “Even with all the shit they’re in.”

      “They do,” she agrees with me, casually reaching in the fridge for creamer.  As if this is only a mundane conversation and not the turning point in my life that I feel it is in my bones.

      “So you’re going to try again?” she asks me.

      I want to tell her I’m scared.  Scared to try, scared to lose.  Scared I won’t be good enough.  But I save those sentiments for Daniel.  If I tell anyone, it should be him.

      So I answer simply, “Yes.”  I want a baby with him.  A life.  I want to grow old with him and be surrounded by a loving family.  To love and be loved.  “We’re going to try again.”
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      “I just need to know.”  A raw hint of emotion makes Carter’s voice tight.  He clears his throat as he leans back in the chair.  “I would understand; I just need to be prepared and we can work something out.”  His voice is clearer, firmer, but he still can’t look me in the eyes.

      “I’m not leaving.  There’s nothing else for me.  I can’t leave.”

      “But Addison—” he argues, already having it in his head that we need to leave.

      “She doesn’t want to leave either.”  It’s quiet for a moment, then Carter finally looks at me, letting the statement sink in.  “We’re staying and we’ll be all right.”

      The ticking of the clock in his office is ever present.  It fills the silence until he nods in agreement.

      “A lot happened,” he comments.

      “It will settle down.  It’ll slow down.”

      A knock at the office door accompanies his hum of agreement.

      “It will,” he tells me before calling out, “Come in” to whoever it is at the door.

      Addison.

      “Am I interrupting?”  Her question is softly spoken, but it carries through the room clearly as she stands there, not in the room, but not out of it either.

      “Not at all,” Carter answers.  His shoulders are straighter, his expression firmer.  He really thought we were going to leave.  He has the look of a man who’d already accepted loss.

      “I was hoping to talk to both of you…” She trails off as her gaze drops to the floor nervously before peeking back up at us.  “I had a thought.”

      A prick of uncertainty creeps along my spine as she slowly walks into the room and stops at the chair next to mine.  With her grip on the back of it, she chooses not to sit as she tells us, “I want to pay a visit to Officer Walsh.”

      “The hell you are.”  My answer is immediate.  And also ignored.  Addison’s stare is unmoving and directed at Carter.

      He doesn’t answer, neither of them looking at me.

      “The fuck you are,” I say to emphasize my position.  “There’s no reason for you to be anywhere near him.”

      “Other than the fact that I’m with you.  That my place is beside you…so yeah, there is.”

      Carter’s still quiet and the ticking of the clock is louder, just like the rush of my blood is in my ears.

      “Daniel,” she says, and Addison’s tone is gentle.

      “No.  You shouldn’t be concerned with this.”

      “I don’t want to be mixed up in this, but I don’t want to be afraid of this man.  I don’t want him to think he can get to me.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?  You getting involved is more…” Carter talks to her, again, ignoring me.

      The irritation grows as the two of them discuss this as though it’s a casual conversation.

      “Stress?  No.  I think the stress comes from not knowing.  I need to know.  And if I can do something, I need to do it.”

      “I don’t want you to—”

      “To go to a police station?  Where you have plenty of men in your back pocket?”  Addison cuts me off and slight desperation seeps into her cadence.  “I…”  She pauses and swallows thickly.  “I want you to think about it.  Think about what I should be doing and what it would do for me.”  She puts her hand over mine to tell me, “I want to do this.  I want to show that man who I am and that I’m with you.  With all of you,” she amends, giving Carter a nod.

      “Just think about it.”  She leaves me there, my foot subconsciously tapping against the leg of the chair.  The second the office door closes, I admonish my brother, “You couldn’t back me up with that one?”  The sarcasm is thick and unforgiving.

      “You weren’t lying, were you?  She does want to stay.”

      For the first time in a long time, my brother smiles.

      “If she wants to stay, then, Daniel, for the love of God, let her.  Let her do what she needs to do.”
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      “Two sets of eyes are on his office in case he shuts the door.”

      “I know,” I answer Daniel.

      “If we lose sight for even a moment, I’m coming in.”

      “I know,” I repeat and even though I’m attempting to sound agitated, I’m anything but.  “You’re cute when you’re worried.”

      His short huff is humorless, coming deep from his chest as we sit in the car.

      “In and out, Addison,” he tells me, leaning over the console to give me a peck on the cheek.  I don’t kiss him back, because I’m waiting, and sure enough, he asks again.

      “You sure you want to do this?”

      The way he asks it melts everything inside of me.  I don’t answer him with words; instead I put a hand on either side of his handsome face, feeling his stubble beneath my palms, and press a gentle kiss to his lips.  His dark eyes are open and staring down at me when I pull away.

      “I’ll be right back,” I murmur.

      “And I’ll be right here.”

      As I shut the door to the car, I hear him say he’s starting the clock.  I have five minutes.  That’s what he gave me and I’m just fine with that.

      If I’m going to be here with Daniel, as his wife and as a part of his family, I’m going to make sure everyone knows exactly where I stand.

      Even with that confidence, my heart hammers as I walk through the dark glass doors to the station.  Officer Walsh’s office is upstairs on the second floor.  The elevator is empty, which doesn’t ease my nerves at all.  I have to shake out my clammy hands and give myself a pep talk.

      I’m merely planning to apologize for being caught off guard.  To thank Officer Walsh for asking if I was all right and to let him know that I’m more than all right and not to question where I stand with the Cross brothers again.

      Daniel and his brothers told me where Walsh’s office is.  It’s the back-right corner office.  I’m glad I know where it is and that when I finally get close, his door is open and he’s right in view.  Alone, unsuspecting.  Just like I was when he approached me.

      It’s hard to give him the benefit of the doubt.  That he’s only a cop looking out for a woman who’s mixed up with men like the Cross brothers.

      I try to keep it in mind as I raise my fist to the open door and knock gently.

      Words were nearly spoken as he lifts his head, but when Cody Walsh sees me, they’re silenced and instead he’s slow to tap the papers in his hands on the desk.  “Miss Fawn.”

      “Officer Walsh.”  I speak his name pleasantly.  Forgetting the pounding of adrenaline in my blood and noting that he’s only a man.  Nothing more than human.

      “I thought I’d see you again,” he comments.  “Please come in.”

      It’s quiet for a moment as I try to get ahold of my bearings.

      He speaks first, easing the tension.  “You’ll have to forgive my first impression.  I don’t know what to make of the relationships they have.  Your fiancé and his brothers.”

      “Relationships?” I question, raising a brow and deciding to make light of it.  “If Daniel has more than one of me…well, no wonder he’s so stressed.”

      The short chuckle eases the officer slightly as he leans back in his chair, but his guard is still up.  Something tells me it always is.

      “Have a seat,” he offers, and I shake my head, telling him I was just stopping by for a quick moment.

      “I’m not the bad guy, you know?” he tells me, catching me off guard.

      “I didn’t say you were.”

      “You didn’t have to,” he responds solemnly.  “I’m still getting a read on them and you didn’t seem like you were all right,” he explains although he doesn’t have to.

      “He’s not a bad guy either.”  And I defend Daniel, although I don’t have to.

      “I didn’t say he was.”

      It’s quiet for a moment and I debate saying what’s on my mind.  I nearly don’t but I decide I may never have another chance, so I should take it.

      “You shouldn’t have mentioned my past.  The foster…situation.  Without it, you would have seemed like less of a bad guy.”

      “Without it, I wouldn’t have known whether or not you knew.”

      I hum in agreement, nodding although I don’t take my eyes off of his.

      “What do I owe this visit to?” he asks when I go quiet, taking him in and trying to see where he falls.  It changes with every passing minute.  “Did you have a message for me?” he questions.

      “As if I’d do their dirty work?  No, I don’t have a message.  I’m not privy to those conversations, Mr. Walsh.  As you know, I appear to be the last to know most things around here.”  Lying comes easier than I thought it would.  In fact, I kind of like it.  There’s a devilish spark that riddles its way through me as he asks me, “And you’re okay with that?”

      I’m not okay with it.  But that’s one thing that’s changing.  Daniel’s right.  I need to know.  I was always meant to be a part of this.  I need this.

      Reaching into my purse, I pull out a Tupperware of fresh-baked cookies.

      “For you,” I say while offering the small container.  “I made a larger batch, but not all of them survived.”

      He rises out of his seat but stops short of taking them for only a moment before accepting the gift.  “Snickerdoodles?”

      I shrug and say, “Cinnamon makes people happy.”

      “You made me cookies?”

      “I was having a bad day; I was short with you and I apologize.”

      “I apologize as well; I sometimes forget that not every conversation is an interrogation.”

      Looking at the clock on the wall above his head, I see five minutes has already passed.  Half of me is surprised Daniel isn’t here, waiting behind me.  The other half is relieved he’s given me this.  I can handle this, and I want him to know it.

      Patting the lid of the Tupperware, I offer him a smile and say, “I hope you like them.  And I hope you know where I stand now.”

      

      His statement keeps me from turning and leaving like I’d planned.  “I’m just wondering what you see in him.”  Officer Walsh doesn’t look at me with curiosity; it’s simply matter-of-fact.  “From what I read, you had a hard upbringing, you fell into step with a group of brothers who took care of your problems, but then you took off.  You’d gotten away, you made a new life, and then you came back…  Why?  Why come back to this?”

      “To them, you mean.”  It’s not a question that comes from me so easily, it’s a correction.  “You obviously don’t know them well…yet,” I add.  “If you knew them, you’d know why.”

      His chair groans as he heaves back.  It gives with the pressure of his back pushing against it and then he clicks his tongue.  He seems to debate his words and then he jokes, of all things, lightening the tension, “It’s because he’s good-looking, isn’t it?”

      I let a small laugh leave me before I playfully respond, “He’s handsome.  He has a really charming smile…but you should hear him laugh.”

      My heart does a funny thing at the memory of it from just the other night.

      The officer’s rough chuckle doesn’t compare in the least.  He’s a handsome man, on the right side of the law, with power and a strength that any woman would find attractive.  But he’s not my damaged hero.  He’s not a part of my family.

      He’s a pawn in their game and I’m content in doing my part.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he asks me just as I turn my back to him, and my smile nearly falters.  Nearly, but I hold it in place.

      Turning back around and leaning forward, I have to lower my voice and whisper as though what I’m telling him is a secret.  “I’m absolutely certain.”

      I leave without another word, but before the door closes to his office, I hear him say, “I really hope you are.”

      The ghost of a smile on my lips doesn’t leave; it stays right where it is even though I feel a chill down my spine.  It grows colder with every step.  Among the clatter of keyboards, phones ringing, and the white noise of the officers and secretaries talking, I hear the click of heels clearly.  They’re in time with the beat of my heart.

      It’s not until I’m outside of the double-doored station and a gust of wind blows my hair over my shoulders, tickling up my neck, that the chill leaves me.  With a deep breath, I search for the car, finding it quickly, with Daniel leaning against it.

      He is my home.  He is my person.  Beside him is where I belong, and I’ll do whatever it takes to stay there.  Every sacrifice it demands, I’ll make.
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      From USA Today bestselling author W Winters comes an emotionally gripping, standalone, contemporary romance.

      

      It was never love with Daniel and I never thought it would be.

      It was only lust from a distance.

      Unrequited love maybe.

      

      He’s a man I could never have, for so many reasons.

      That didn’t stop my heart from beating wildly when his eyes pierced through me.

      It only slowed back down when he’d look away, making me feel so damn unworthy and reminding me that he would never be mine.

      

      Years have passed and one look at him brings it all back.

      But time changes everything.

      There’s a heat in his eyes I recognize from so long ago, a tension between us I thought was one-sided.

      

      “Tell me you want it.” His rough voice cuts through the night and I can’t resist.

      That’s where my story really begins.

      

      Possessive is an emotional, gripping story. Filled with heartache, guilt and longing! Possessive will take you on a journey of obsession and jealousy...it's emotional, raw and captivating. - Beyond The Covers Blog
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        Addison

      

      

      It’s easy to smile around Tyler.

      It’s how he got me.  We were in tenth-grade calculus, and he made some stupid joke about angles.  I don’t even remember what it was.  Something about never discussing infinity with a mathematician because you’ll never hear the end of it.  He’s a cute dork with his jokes.  He knows some dirty ones too.

      A year later and he still makes me smile.  Even when we’re fighting.  He says he just wants to see me smile.  How could I leave when I believe him with everything in me?

      My friend’s grandmother told me once to fall in love with someone who loves you just a little more.

      Even as my shoulders shake with a small laugh and he leans forward nipping my neck, I know that I’ll never really love Tyler the way he loves me.

      And it makes me ashamed.  Truly.

      I’m still laughing when the bedroom door creaks open. Tyler plants a small kiss on my shoulder.  It’s not an open-mouth kiss, but still, it leaves a trace on my skin and sends a warmth through my body.  It’s only momentary though.

      The cool air passes between the two of us, as Tyler leans back and smiles broadly at his brother.

      I may be seated on my boyfriend’s lap, but the way Daniel looks at me makes me feel alone.  His eyes pierce through me.  With a sharpness that makes me afraid to move.  Afraid to breathe even.

      I don’t know why he does this to me.

      He makes me hot and cold at the same time.  It’s like I’ve disappointed him simply by being here.  As if he doesn’t like me.  Yet, there’s something else.

      Something that’s forbidden.

      It creeps up on me whenever I hear Daniel’s rough voice; whenever I catch him watching Tyler and me.  It’s like I’ve been caught cheating, which makes no sense at all.  I don’t belong to Daniel, no matter how much that idea haunts my dreams.

      He’s almost twenty and I’m only sixteen. And more importantly, he’s Tyler’s brother.

      It’s all in my head.  I tell myself over and over again that the electricity between us is something I’ve made up.  That my body doesn’t burn for Daniel. That my soul doesn’t ache for him to rip me away and punish me for daring to let his brother touch me.

      It’s only when Tyler says something to him, that Daniel turns to look at him, tossing something down beside us.

      Tyler’s oblivious to everything happening.  And suddenly, I can breathe again.

      

      My eyelids flutter open, my body hot under the stifling blankets.  I don’t react to the memory in my dreams anymore.  Not at first.  It sinks in slowly.  The recognition of what that day would lead to getting heavier in my heart with each second that passes. Like a wave crashing on the shore, but it’s taking its time. Threatening as it approaches.

      It was years ago, but the memory stays.

      The feeling of betrayal, for fantasizing about Tyler’s older brother.

      The heartache from knowing what happened only three weeks after that night.

      The desire and desperation to go back to that point and beg Tyler to never come looking for me.

      All of those needs stir into a deadly concoction in the pit of my stomach.  It’s been years since I’ve been tormented by the memories of Tyler and what we had.  And by the memories of Daniel and what never was.

      Years have passed.

      But it all comes back now that Daniel's back.

      

      
        
        Click here to keep reading Possessive!
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        Addison

        The night before

      

      

      

      I love this bar.  Iron Heart Brewery.  It’s nestled in the center of the city and located at the corner of this street.  The town itself has history.  Hints of the old cobblestone streets peek through the torn asphalt and all the signs here are worn and faded, decorated with weathered paint.  I can’t help but to be drawn here.

      And with the varied memorabilia lining the walls, from signed knickknacks to old glass bottles of liquor, this place is flooded with a welcoming warmth.  It’s a quiet bar with all local and draft beers a few blocks away from the chaos of campus.  So it’s just right for me.

      “Make up your mind?”

      My body jolts at the sudden question.  It only gets me a rough laugh from the tall man on my left, the bartender who spooked me.  A grey shirt with the brewery logo on it fits the man well, forming to his muscular shoulders.  With a bit of stubble and a charming smirk, he’s not bad looking.  And at that thought, my cheeks heat with a blush.

      I could see us making out behind the bar; I can even hear the bottles clinking as we crash against the wall in a moment of passion.  But that’s where it would end for me.  No hot and dirty sex on the hard floor.  No taking him back to my barely furnished apartment.

      I roll my eyes at the thought and blow a strand of hair away from my face as I meet his gaze.

      I’m sure he flirts with everyone.  But it doesn’t make it any less fun for the moment.

      “Whatever your favorite is,” I tell him sheepishly.  “I’m not picky.”  I have to press my lips together and hold back my smile when he widens his and nods.

      “You new to town?” he asks me.

      I shrug and have to slide the strap to my tank top back up onto my shoulder.  Before I can answer, the door to the brewery and bar swings open, bringing in the sounds of the nightlife with it.  It closes after two more customers leave.  Looking over my shoulder through the large glass door at the front, I can see them heading out.  The woman is leaning heavily against a strong man who’s obviously her significant other.

      Giving the bartender my attention again, I’m very much aware that there are only six of us here now.  Two older men at the high top bar, talking in hushed voices and occasionally laughing so loud that I have to take a peek at them.

      And one other couple who are seated at a table in the corner of the bar.  The couple who just left had been sitting with them.  All four are older than I am.  I’d guess married with children and having a night out on the town.

      And then there’s the bartender and me.

      “I’m not really from here, no.”

      “Just passing through?” he asks me as he walks toward the bar.  I’m a table away, but he keeps his eyes on me as he reaches for a glass and hits the tap to fill it with something dark and decadent.

      “I’m thinking about going to the university actually.  To study business.  I came to check it out.”  I don’t tell him that I’m putting down some temporary roots regardless of whether or not I like the school here.  Every year or so I move somewhere new … searching for what could feel like home.

      His eyebrow raises and he looks me up and down, making me feel naked.  “Your ID isn’t fake, right?” he asks and then tilts the tall glass in his hand to let the foam slide down the side.

      “It isn’t fake, I swear,” I say with a smile and hold up my hands in defense.  “I chose to travel instead of going to college.  I’ve got a little business, but I thought finally learning more about the technicalities of it all would be a step in the right direction.”  I pause, thinking about how a degree feels more like a distraction than anything else.  It’s a reason to settle down and stop moving from place to place.  It could be the change I need.  Something needs to change.

      His expression turns curious and I can practically hear all the questions on his lips.  Where did you go?  What did you do?  Why did you leave your home so young and naïve?  I’ve heard them all before and I have a prepared list of answers in my head for such questions.

      But they’re all lies.  Pretty little lies.

      He cleans off the glass before walking back over and pulling out the seat across from me.

      Just as the legs of the chair scrape across the floor, the door behind me opens again, interrupting our conversation and the soft strums of the acoustic guitar playing in the background.

      The motion brings a cold breeze with it that sends goosebumps down my shoulder and spine.  A chill I can’t ignore.

      The bartender’s ass doesn’t even touch the chair.  Whoever it is has his full attention.

      As I lean down to reach for the cardigan laying on top of my purse, he puts up a finger and mouths, “One second.”

      The smile on my face is for him, but it falters when I hear the voice behind me.

      Everything goes quiet as the door shuts and I listen to them talking.  My body tenses and my breath leaves me.  Frozen in place, I can’t even slip on the cardigan as my blood runs cold.

      My heart skips one beat and then another as a rough laugh rises above the background noise of the small bar.

      “Yeah, I’ll take an ale, something local,” I hear Daniel say before he slips into view.  I know it’s him.  That voice haunted me for years.  His strides are confident and strong, just like I remember them.  And as he passes me to take a seat by the bar, I can’t take my eyes off of him.

      He’s taller and he looks older, but the slight resemblance to Tyler is still there.  As my heart learns its rhythm again, I notice his sharp cheekbones and my gaze drifts to his hard jaw, covered with a five o’clock shadow.  I’d always thought of him as tall and handsome, albeit in a dark and brooding way.  And that’s still true.

      He could fool you with his charm, but there’s a darkness that never leaves his eyes.

      His fingers spear through his hair as he checks out the beer options written in chalk on the board behind the bar.  His hair’s longer on top than it is on the sides, and I can’t help but to imagine what it would feel like to grab on to it.  It’s a fantasy I’ve always had.

      The timbre in his voice makes my body shudder.

      And then heat.

      I watch his throat as he talks, I notice the little movements as he pulls out a chair in the corner of the bar across from me.  If only he would look my way, he’d see me.

      Breathe.  Just breathe.

      My tongue darts out to lick my lips and I try to avert my eyes, but I can’t.

      I can’t do a damn thing but wait for him to notice me.

      I almost whisper the command, look at me.  I think it so loud I’m sure it can be heard by every soul in this bar.

      And finally, as if hearing the silent plea, he looks my way.  His knuckles rap the table as he waits for his beer, but they stop mid-motion when his gaze reaches mine.

      There’s a heat, a spark of recognition.  So intense and so raw that my body lights, every nerve ending alive with awareness.

      And then it vanishes.  Replaced with a bitter chill as he turns away.  Casually.  As if there was nothing there.  As if he doesn’t even recognize me.

      I used to think it was all in my mind back then.  Five years ago when we’d share a glance and that same feeling would ignite within me.

      But this just happened.  I know it did.

      And I know he knows who I am.

      With anger beginning to rise, my lips part to say his name, but it’s caught in my throat.  It smothers the sadness that’s rising just as quickly.  Slowly my fingers curl, forming a fist until my nails dig into my skin.

      I don’t stop staring at him, willing him to look at me and at least give me the courtesy of acknowledging me.

      I know he can feel my eyes on him.  He’s stopped rapping his knuckles on the table and the smile on his face has faded.

      Maybe the crushing feeling in my chest is shared by both of us.

      Maybe I’m only a reminder to him.  A reminder he ran away from too.

      I don’t know what I expected.  I’ve dreamed of running into Daniel so many nights.  Brushing shoulders on the way into a coffee shop.  Meeting each other again through new friends.  Every time I wound up back home, if you can even call it that, I always checked out every person passing me by, secretly wishing one would be him.  Just so I’d have a reason to say his name.

      Winding up at the same bar on a lonely Tuesday night hours away from the town we grew up in … that was one of those daydreams too.  But it didn’t go like this in my head.

      “Daniel.”  I say his name before I can stop myself.  It comes out like a croak and he reluctantly turns his head as the bartender sets down the beer on the wooden table.

      I swear it’s so quiet, I can hear the foam fizzing as it settles in the glass.

      His lips part just slightly, as if he’s about to speak.  And then he visibly inhales.  It’s a sharp breath and matches the gaze he gives me.  First it’s one of confusion, then anger … and then nothing.

      I have to remind my lungs to do their job as I clear my throat to correct myself, but both efforts are in vain.

      He looks past me as if it wasn’t me who was trying to get his attention.

      “Jake,” he speaks up, licking his lips and stretching his back.  “I actually can’t stay,” he bellows from his spot to where the bartender, apparently named Jake, is chucking ice into a large glass.  The music seems to get louder as the crushing weight of being so obviously dismissed and rejected settles in me.

      I’m struck by how cold he is as he gets up.  I can’t stand to look at him as he readies to leave, but his name leaves me again.  This time with bite.

      His back stiffens as he shrugs his thin jacket around his shoulders and slowly turns to look at me.

      I can feel his eyes on me, commanding me to look back at him and I do.  I dare to look him in the eyes and say, “It’s good to see you.”  It’s surprising how even the words come out.  How I can appear to be so calm when inside I’m burning with both anger and … something else I don’t care to admit.  What a lie those words are.

      I hate how he gets to me.  How I never had a choice.

      With a hint of a nod, Daniel barely acknowledges me.  His smile is tight, practically nonexistent, and then he’s gone.
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        Hard to Love

      

      

      

      
        
        by W Winters

      

      

      

      She was too good for this world.  I was too much of a bastard to push her away.

      

      I grew up in this life, and now I run these streets.  Blood and violence taint everything I touch.

      Everything but her.  She was my constant through it all.

      

      Just a touch would singe and soothe. 

      Just a look would tempt and torment.

      She became my escape and my addiction.

      I only survived because she was by my side.

      

      I should’ve known better than to indulge. 

      I should’ve known better than to let her fall for me.

      It was only a matter of time before the danger bled into what we had. 

      I was Laura’s downfall.  Problem was, she was mine too.
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      On the west coast and several years before meeting the Cross brothers.

      

      This hour of night, the floor-to-ceiling windows reveal nothing but black outside.  Pitch black.  Inside, though, the lights shine brightly and keep everyone in this place invigorated.  The bass of the music thrums in my veins just as it lightly vibrates the hardwood floors beneath my polished oxfords.

      Wrapping my hand around the steel rail that runs along the second-floor loft, with my office behind me, I watch the bright blue lights fade to nearly black in time with the beat.  Bodies sway, drinks are poured, and life moves on.

      My bar is the hottest spot in all of Tremont.  The women, the money, all the shit that goes down in the back rooms—it’s all mine.  Everyone wants in those black glass double doors.  Thank fuck for that.  It took nearly a year to get my name back, to get the money, both dirty and clean, flowing easily without someone wanting me dead along the way.

      A year of recovering from the damage that was done.

      A year without her.

      A year cleaning up the mess and taking care of shit that nearly broke me.  Between all the fights and all the drugs, none of it compares to what happened last year.  Two days until the date.

      A gruff exhale leaves me as I force away the memories and focus on what’s in front of me.  The perfect location, the perfect setup.  The perfect fucking life I’ve been building.

      The name of the bar mirrors every inch of what’s inside.  Allure.  It’s designed to lure in customers and to keep the drinks flowing, the hips moving, and the money streaming in.  The bar is seductive with polished black marble waterfall counters that gleam, their shine visible from all the way up here.  The deep cobalt velvet sofas on opposite sides of the seating area are just as enticing as the women who perch themselves there with crystal glasses containing pink cocktails in their manicured hands as they let out peals of feminine laughter.  Black crystal chandeliers drip from the ceilings.

      Club Allure is about escaping from reality via luxury and illusions of grandeur.

      The basement though… and the back rooms… those are the real moneymakers, all of it under the table, and how I earned the fear and respect that comes with my name.

      It’s also what led to enemies.  You haven’t made it in this world until someone tries to take what’s yours.  Until someone wants to challenge you.  Until someone wants you dead.

      I learned that hard lesson a year ago.  And the ones who came for me?  Their deaths didn’t go unnoticed by anyone else who thought they could take from me.

      An eerie prick travels down my spine as my mind wanders to places in the past.  Back to when I was a different man.  Things change when the ones you love the most leave you.  Just as I think about everything that happened before this, just as the memories invade the present, I swear I hear her voice.

      It’s only a memory.  She’s only a memory.  I remind myself like I’ve done so many silent nights, only to have my gaze drawn to the sound again.

      The crowd doesn’t part for her; she blends into it, which is what she always wanted.

      I see her though, and everyone else blurs as I focus on her alone.

      My grip tightens on the rail and everything pauses around me.  My blood runs scorching hot.  Her dark brunette hair cascades down to her lower back.  In distressed dark denim shorts and a silk cream tank top that hangs low on her back, she makes her way straight to the bar.  I watch as the corners of her lips turn up at recognizing the two men behind the bar.  They’ve been my crew since the first day… she was there too.

      She was always there, always a part of us.

      Connor sees her first, dropping the empty glass he’s holding on the counter to reach across the bar.  When he calls out, “Babygirl,” Roman looks up from the set of four shots he’s pouring and grins at her.

      It’s too loud on this floor to make out everything they’re saying.  It’s all smiles and hugs, though.  Warm, friendly greetings.  It steals any heat I had and leaves a chill to settle over my shoulders, slowly wrapping its way around me as the time ticks away.

      The two of them barely let her get a word in as they talk, but she laughs—fuck, I can hear that sweet mirth all the way up here.  Just like I can see the rosy flush in her cheeks when she agrees to take a shot with them.  Just like I can see the dip in her throat that I used to lick when she throws back the shot of clear liquid.

      It’s been a year, but I swear I remember the way she tastes.

      It takes a minute before she asks them something.  She rocks on her heels as she waits for an answer and both of the guys look around the first floor.

      It’s when they point to Derrick that the hate creeps in.  That chill on my skin turns to ice and I decide I’m sick of waiting.

      She asked for Derrick.  Not me.

      My eyes are trained on her as I make my way down the stairs.  My jaw is set as it is, and I can’t change that fact for the world right now.  Past the masses dancing on the floor, I make my way easily to where Derrick’s seated in a leather wingback chair on the far edge of the wall where security is located.

      A woman turns around, tall and slim, when I brush past her.  I barely notice anything about her except the short red dress that clings to her curves.  She smiles when she sees it’s me, her eyes hopeful but she quickly lowers her gaze and backs away.

      Maybe it’s the hate in my glare that told her I’m not in the mood for these games tonight.

      I’m barely contained, hardly capable of a single rational thought as that last moment I had with Laura runs through my mind.  The past and the present swirl in front of me, hitting me harder and more forcefully than the strongest cocktail I could drown myself in.

      Laura plants a kiss on Derrick’s cheek... It’s short lived and her smile is sorrowful.

      The anger that carved itself into a glower relents and dims.  Even a year isn’t enough time.  There will never be enough time passed to make it better.

      Regret is my enemy.  Guilt its friend.

      I’m standing there like a lion stalking his prey when Laura turns around, not looking where she’s going, brushing stray strands of hair from her face as she bumps right into me.

      “Sorry,” she quickly breathes, and then she looks at me.  Her blue eyes have flecks of gold in them, and like a concoction of emotion they swirl as she stares at me.  Her lips are slightly parted, and they stay like that.  Open and waiting with disbelief.

      “Laura.”  I say her name and feel the thrill of doing just that simmer in my blood.

      “Seth,” she whispers.  Her shoulders drop slightly and then she covers herself, as if instantly cold.

      “I um, I had something to give Derrick,” she tells me, but her eyes don’t stay on me.  They stray, unable to keep my gaze.  I watch the cords in her neck tighten as she swallows; I can’t help but notice how her hands keep nervously playing with the hem of her shirt.

      “You afraid to see me, Babygirl?” I ask her lowly and that gets her attention.  Those beautiful blues find mine and for a moment, I feel everything all over again.

      The undeniable lust, the tormented love, and finally, the loss.  It all echoes in her doe eyes.

      “Should I be?” she asks me, her cadence caressing.  Her teeth sink into her bottom lip as she holds her breath waiting for my response.  That lip I used to nibble as she moaned my name.  Lips that used to kiss me and only me.

      “You should leave.”  I push out the words, feeling a wash of cold run over my flesh.  It comes back in waves, but the loss takes so much with it.

      She swallows thickly with a nod and turns to leave without another word.  Her thick hips sway and my gaze stays pinned to her until she disappears behind the double doors.  She doesn’t look back.

      She never did.

      “You fucked up.”  Derrick’s deep voice carries over the beat of the music.  His eyes stay glued to the television that displays over eight feet of the white and blue bars of an equalizer, changing with the rhythm.

      It mocks me.  The fact that everything in this place keeps moving, mocks me.

      He takes a swig from his beer bottle, not bothering to look at me.

      I have to close my eyes and breathe.  Without her here, all that’s left is anger.

      I already know I fucked up.  I take in a steadying breath as my teeth grind together.

      The music keeps going.  The women keep laughing.

      My muscles twitch, consumed with a feeling of restlessness, the need to move, to do something.

      “We both fucked up.”  Derrick’s remark makes me open my eyes.  Slowly and with a loathing for all of this, for everything I’ve built since she’s been gone.

      “Boss,” Connor calls out, sliding a tumbler of whiskey over to me.  I stare down at the glass, remembering everything.  Watching it play out like a movie across the surface of the amber liquor.

      Rowan calls out, “Boss,” at the same time as someone else, but all I can picture is the night she left.  The memory goes backward in time until I’m with her that morning, kissing her lips, feeling the dip of her waist.  The voices around me lower in volume until I hear “Seth” instead.

      There’s never a minute.  Never a quiet moment.

      If there was, none of that shit would have happened.

      I hear her tell me she loves me.  I can practically feel her lips against the shell of my ear and the warmth that traveled down my shoulder that morning.

      I didn’t know I’d never feel that warmth again.  I didn’t know.  But I should have.

      It was all my fault.

      With the single bellow of a roar torn from deep in my chest, I throw the glass in my hand recklessly at the flat-screen TV.  The glass shatters, falling like rain, crashing into the liquor bottles lining the bar.

      Connor and Rowan have to duck and cover their heads as I seethe, drawing in a breath and then another.  I’d feel more remorse if she hadn’t spoken to them, laughed with them.  I’d feel guilty if she hadn’t given her smiles to them so easily, when she didn’t have a damn thing to give me.

      I’m a bastard; I’ve always been a bastard.

      “Get out,” I say and my command ricochets in the large open space.  Stunned faces stare back at me, the bar silent save for the occasional tinkling of glass shards.  No one moves and that’s their mistake too.

      “Get the fuck out.  We’re closed.”  The low threat isn’t hidden and a sea of women in short dresses suddenly start moving.  No one looks at me for more than a split second as the patrons grab their shit and head for the door.

      My crew stays where they are, their eyes on me.  All but Derrick.  He doesn’t look at me.  He takes a swig and stares at the broken TV as if it’s still a visual for the nonexistent music.  Even as Connor and Roman ask me if I’m all right, I watch him staring blankly at the broken glass.

      “If you want to help me,” I begin as I finally look Roman in the eyes to answer him, feeling the rage subside but something else still lingers as I continue, “clean up this fucking mess.”

      The two men who are some of my best friends look at me with sympathy.  I see it staring back at me in their eyes and it makes me grit my teeth.  With the sound of my blood rushing through my ears, I grip the collar of Connor’s shirt and bring the steadily spoken, low threat to his attention as I say, “Don’t ever let her in here again.”
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